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INTRODUCTION
The Synodical
unity

between

en vision
three

its

Conference
constituent

original

participating

it

consolidated
Scriptures

to function

founders

of uni ty.
that

of

did not
Paragraph

the Synodical

as a means whereby each of the
and as a means which would

in the work of the proc lamati on of the Gaspe1.

was hoped that

a I 1 the American Lutheran synods would be

into

church

a single

which would

be faithful

to

the

and the Confessions. 1

From the
Conference

its

makes it clear

synods would be strengthened,

enab 1e them to cooperate
Eventually

However,

to a mere expression

constitution

Conference was al so intended

these

synods.

it as being limited

of its

was begun in 1872 as an expression

prospective

of hindsight,

had disintegrated,

this

synods was viewed as essential

rel ationship

the

was a good one.

True,

rivalry,

had been anticipated,

there

Synodical

which existed

ly a source of blessing.

the relationship
but this

even after

between
"Basically

were some tensions

and safeguards

and

were included

in

the by-l aws. ,,2
In the early
so that

1930s there

was apparent

the synods of the Synodical

harmony and sufficient

Conference

were able

unity

to consider

a

1Richard C. Wolf, Documents of Lutheran Unity in America
(Phi Lade I phia: Fortress Press, 1966), p. 196.
2W. F. Dorn, "The Thirty-Year
Controversy
Between Missouri and
Wisconsin," A mimeograph commentary, 1983, p. 4 [A copy of this document
is in the possession
of Prof. Wayne Schmidt of Concordia Seminary, st.
Louis, MO.]
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merger)

Yet within twenty-five

years some individuals

had become

bitter opponents to other partners in the Synodical Conference,4 and
Synodical Conference itsel f was at

the point of dissol ution, awaiting

only to determine the final how and when.
to describe and evaluate

the

the pressures

The purpose of this thesis is
and difficulties

between the

3A Wisconsin Synod Lutheran Church in Oshkosh, WI peti tioned the
Wisconsin Synod Convention in 1931 to consider the question of a merger
of the Synodical Conference and to invite the other synods of the
SynodicaJ Conference to do likewise.
The convention resol ved to
estabJish a committee to consider this question. [Report of the TwentyFirst Meeting of the EvangeJicaJ Lutheran Joint Synod of Wisconsin and
Other states, 1931 (Mil waukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, n.d.),
pp. 76-77.J In 1932 a memorial was presented to the Missouri Synod
Convention by three Wisconsin Synod congregations calling for a union of
the various synods constituting the Synodical Conference. The Missouri
Synod responded by appointing a "Committee on Organic Union", which was
directed to work with the other Synods to determine if this was
possible. [Proceedings of the Thirty-Fifth Regular Convention of the Ev.
Luth. Synod of Missouri, Ohio, and Other States, 1932, (st. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1932), pp. 164-166.J In 1935 the Missouri
Synod Committee on Organic Union reported to the Missouri Synod
Convention that up to this point only the Norwegian Synod had named a
committee. Meanwhile both the SJovak and Norwegian Synods indicated that
language remained a prob 1 em. Since the Wisconsin Synod had not acted,
the committee would contiue to function for the present. [Proceedings of
the Thirty-Sixth Regular Convention of the Ev. Luth. Synod of Missour~
Ohio, and Other States, 1935 (st. Louis,Mo: Concordia Pub Iishing House,
1935),P. 219.J \Vhen the Wisconsin Synod met in 1935, the report of its
Committee on Amalgamation was tabled until the next convention. [Report
of the Twenty-Third Convention of the EvangelicaJ Lutheran Joint Synod of
Wisconsin and Other States, 1935 (Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern PubJishing
House, 1935), p. 111.J
4In a mimeographed report, which was probab Jy intended for
distribution to the congregations he represented, Martin IJse, who was a
Missouri Synod delegate to the 1954 Synodical Conference Convention,
mentions an extreme example. In describing the opening worship service
he states, "The entire assembly was standing for the Scripture reading by
v ice-president Hertwig of our Synod. But when he then added: 'Let us
pray', a deJ egate in the pew right in front of me sat down, and extended
his clenched fists as far as possibJe at opposite sides, to show that he
was not praying along."
[Martin Il se, Jr., "Report on the 43rd
Convention of the' EvangeJ ical Lutheran Synodical Conference AssembJed at
East Detroit August 10-13, and at Chicago November 16-19, 1954"', p, 1.J
This document is in the possession of the Concordia Historical Institute,
(EHA 80-8 CHI 761).
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constituent

synods of the Synodical

caused the Synodical
As the dispute
issues.

Conference to be destroyed
developed,

Each of these

of the differences

that

to the destruction

of this

analysis

doctrine

it eventualJ

issues

the nature
issue

Conference in order to determine what

will

Consideration

of the SynodicaJ

destroyed

that

be given

themsel ves which affected

their

attitudes

Synodical

As these attitudes

Conference's destruction

Conference

Synods were convinced
liberal

theology

fellowship,

conclusions

saw the proof

concern

assessment

relations

over

within

toward the issues
are examined, the real

the synods
as well

as

source of

UI t imate l y the

because the Wisconsin and Norwegian
Synod had been infested

with

to be regarded as an orthodox synod.

for

their

conclusion

in three

areas:

and a lack of discipline.

what implication

fellowship

On the basis

Conference.

to factors

the Missouri

of

this

of the Wisconsin

in their

correct,

that

inspiration,

The final

right

was destroyed

of

it was not differences

wi J 1 become cJ ear.

and was no longer

These two synods

to determine

Conference.

the Synodical

also

the Synodical

in order

doctrinal

between the synods, and the relationship

will

toward one another.

y invol ved several

be considered

it wi I 1 become apparent

which ultimately

from within.

thesis

an evaluation

and Norwegian Synods.

of the Missouri
does this

between

is

the

Synod?

have regarding
former

partners

of

these

Were they in fact

And if they were not
the status
in the

of the

Synodical

Conference.
The key doctrinal
fellowship.
not the efforts
resolve

their

issue

More specifically

in the dispute
the question

invol ved the question

of

revol ved around whether or

of the Missouri Synod and the American Lutheran Church to
past differences

had, in fact,

produced agreement.

It was

4
this issue which both initiated and permeated the controversy.

The

dispute then quickly spread to the practical areas of joint work and
joint prayer. If church bodies were not in fellowship, could they do any
kind of work together and could they ever pray together?

Drastical

Ly

different answers were given to these questions. The Missouri Synod was
accused of unionism, practicing fellowship
fellowship,

without a declaration of

and the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods perceived this as

further proof that it was no longer orthodox.
pervasive

that it also

complicated

This issue was so

the other two areas

of the

controversy, which were the military chaplaincy and scouting.
The plan of the thesis is to set the historical perspective
chapter one.

This will be done by looking at the general

in

trends

occurr ing in United States Lutheranism dur ing the per Lod , by gi v ing a
general overview of the Synodical Conference, and by tracing the history
of each of the four synods, focusing primarily on aspects which pertain
to the controversy.
The major theological

issues will be examined in chapters two

through four, in order to evaluate
Synodical

Conference.

their role in the demise of the

While the synods did not officially

behalf of one another, as the controversy developed,
essentially
represented

fell into two camps.
one viewpoint,

expressed another.

Therefore

while

speak on

the four synods

The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods
the Missouri and Slovak

in the presentation

Synods

of the opposing

positions, it is generally only necessary to make two statements rather
than four.
Chapter two is concerned with the basic issue of fel lowship and
unionism. Chapter three will continue the discussion on fellowship,

5

giving specific attention to the practical appl ication of the fellowship
issue to the areas of joint work and joint prayer.

Chapter four focuses

on the disagreement regarding the military chaplaincy and scouting.
Chapters five and six will present conclusions.
the focus will
conference.

be on what caused the dissolution

In chapter five
of the synodical

Chapter six will explore the validity of the concl usions of

the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synod, and consider current implications for
fellowship

relationships.

Particular

concern will also be directed

toward issues in need of clarification if fellowship relations are to be
renewed.
The scope of this thesis is limited to laying a foundation for the
study of the controversy which destroyed the Synodical Conference. The
primary focus will lie on what caused its dissolution.

Much yet remains

to be written before the entire story of the controversy in the Synodical
Conference is fully told. Some of these areas which lie beyond the scope
of this thesis include the following:

What was happening within each of

the constituent synods to cause the development of such divergent views
and evaluations?

To what extent did some of the prominent individuals in

each of the synods color the position

of their own synod and hence

infJuence the controversy within the Synodical Conference?

Since there

was an obvious

within the

contrast

between

Missouri Synod and the relative

the size and diversity

homogeneity of the other synods, what

effect did this contrast have on their respective understanding of the
issues and the frequent complaint
doctrinal discipline?

that Missouri

was not exercising

6
It is the hope of the author that this thesis will contribute not
only to a better understanding

of what went wrong in the Synodical

Conference, but that it will al so enab lethe church to learn from past
problems.

As future endeavors

are made to reach doctrinal

accord,

hopefully,

through her knowledge of the past, the church wi]] avoid

repeating the same mistakes, and through the power of the Holy Spirit
wi I 1

be blessed with a true and lasting fellowship.

CHAPTER
I
HISTORICAL
PERSPECTIVE
Just

as the Synodical

Conference

vacuUffi it did not come apart
j

were infJ uenced by the history
history

and experiences

reactions

to trends

surfacing

of this

controversy

by brief] y tracing

constituent

in one either.

first

the history

of the periOd,

behind the destruction

of the Synodical

constituent
later

a staunchl

a perspective

two pertinent

which paralleled

ve

to the
Conference

trends within
the key issues

Conference
in 1872 with the intention

Lutheran

body.

The original

synods were the Ohio Synod (1818), the IJ 1inois

merging with Missouri,

and

Conference.

Conference was organized
y conservati

it,

the

of the day.

of the Synodical

A Brief History of the Synodical

being

Lutheranism

is to provide

American Lutheranism

of

Conference itsel f,

in United States

chapter

in a

The problems it experienced

of the Synodical

synods 1 and by describing

The Synodical

being

of the four synods which constituted

The purpose

and its

did not come into

the Missouri

Synod (1846),

Synod (1847), the Wisconsin

Synod (1850)~ the Norwegian Synod (1853), and the Minnesota Synod (1860),
later

merging with Wisconsin. Three additional

first

was the English

Synod (1872) which joined

groups joined
the Synodical

later.

The

Conference

in 1890, and which merged with the Missouri Synod in 1911 as the English
District.

The second was the Slovak

7

Synod (1902),

which Joined

the

8
Synodical Conference in 1908, and the third was the Evangelical Lutheran
Synod (1918), which joined in 1920.
The purpose of the Synodical Conference was described in paragraph
three of the original constitution:
The external expression of the spiritual unity of the respective
synods; mutual strengthening in bel ief and confession; furtherance of
unity in teaching and practice~ and the elimination of potential or
threatening disturbance thereof; common activity for mutual aims; the
endeavor to fix the limits of the synods according to territorial
boundaries, provided that language does not separate them; the
consolidation of all Lutheran synods of America into a single,
faithful, devout American Lutheran Church.1
Decades later the vJisconsin Synod observed that this was one of
the few times that a declaration

of fellowship

was based on true

agreement in doctrine.2
This unity within the SynodicaJ
controversy

Conference did not endure.

over eJ ection and predestination

1881 the Ohio Synod withdrew
t1issouri Synod.

because

resuJ ted in a spJ it. In

of its disagreement

rfuenthis controversy over

The

with the

election and predestination

trweatened to cause an internal split in the Norwegian Synod, in 1883 it,
too,

withdrew from the SynodicaJ Conference in an attempt to heaJ its

own wounds.

Throughout

this controversy

the Wisconsin Synod firmly

supported the position of the Missouri Synod.
Although there were other periodic threats to this unity within the
Synodical Conference, it was able to withstand.

Most of these were of a

minor nature invol ving al tercations between neighboring congregations
from different synods.

A typicaJ examp 1e woul d be a congregation from

lRichard C. WoJf, Documents of Lutheran Unity in America
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), p. 196.
2Conference of Presidents, Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod of
Wisconsin and Other States. Continuing in His Word Tract 1 (1954), p. 4.
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one

synod

recei v ing

into

membership

excommunicated by a congregation

invol ved the doctrine

this

unity.

in the church.

with the synod?
was larger
act
call.

than indi v idual

the sponsorship
Synod insisted

made up the church,
call

around the question of the ultimate
with the local

congregations.

institutions

of a local
that

which
to

place

congregation

or

of the Wisconsin Synod was that the church

from their

Educational

of the Church and Ministry,

Did it rest

The position

independently

who had been

of the ca l l, posed a more than minor threat

The issue revolved

of authority

indi v idual

of another synod.

The disagreement over the doctrine
also

an

Thus, synods had aright

congregations.

They could

discipline

could conduct communionservices
congregation.

In contrast,

it was only individual

Christian

and thus synod and its

insti tutions

to
and

without

the Missouri

congregations

which

had no right

to

or conduct communionservices •
. . • Missouri restricts
its concept of the divinely
instituted
church to the local
congregation.
It restricts
the idea of a
di v inel y instituted
ministry
to the pastorate
of such local
congregation.
All other offices,
such as of Christian
teachers,
professors,
synodical executive officers,
etc., it considers as being
branched off from this basic office,
without a specific
commandof
God, in Christian liberty.
In the same way it considers a I I bodies
of Christians
beyond the local congregation
.•.
a purely human
arrangement.
Wisconsin, on the other hand, careful 1y refrains
from
restr icting these concepts in this manner. It sees in "ministry" a
comprehensi ve term which covers the various special offices,
with
which the ascended Lord has endowed His Church. • ..
It finds in
the descr ipti ve name of "Church" .•.
a term which app lies with
equal propriety to the various groupings into which the Hol y Spirit
has gathered His bel ievers,
local congregations
as wel 1 as larger
groups. 3
This disagreement

least

is significant

at one time in their

relationship,

because

it points

the Missouri

out that

at

and Wisconsin

3E• Reim, "The Debate on Union - Doct r i na I Differences
in the
Synodical Conference," Northwestern Lutheran, 34 (3 August 1947):246.
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Synods were able to experience a significant
without breaking fellowship.

difference

in doctrine

It is therefore important to give this

controversy closer scrutiny to note the differences between it and the
controversy

which

destroyed

the fe 1 lowship

wi thin the Synodical

Conference.
W. F. Dorn was a pastor in the Wisconsin Synod, who had received
his training at Concordia Seminary in st. Louis, the Missouri Synod
institution, graduating in 1934.

In 1983 he wrote a description of the

controversy between the Missouri and the Wisconsin Synods which furnishes
significant insight into these years from the perspective of one who had
roots in both synods.

The following

are some of his observations

regarding the controversy over the Doctrine of the Church and Ministry.
This difference of doctrine on church and ministry was a cause
of discord at many a mixed pastoral conference. Mixed conferences
were encouraged by the Synodical Conference for the purpose of
fostering fel lowship and checking up on the doctrine and practice of
the member synods. The heat generated by the papers presented at
these conferences and the subsequent discussion of the papers was
generally greater than the intensity of the light produced. The
discussions were focused (always fuzzily) on the sovereignty of the
local congregation and the re J ationship of the synod to the local
congregation; the calls of day school teachers, college and seminary
professors, and those in special ministries; the right of any group
or board other than the local congregation to sponsor the service of
holy communion or pronounce the sentence of excommunication. I know
of no pastqr whose position was al tered as a resul t of these
discussions.
It is important to note the position of the Evangelical
Synod (ELS) pastors during this controversy

Lutheran

because there was a total

switch in the later dispute. Thus Dorn writes:
4v1• F. Dor n , "The Thirty-Year Controversy Between Missouri and
Wisconsin," A mimeograph commentary, 1983, p 4. [A copy of this document
is in the possession of Prof. Wayne Schmidt of Concordia Seminary, st.
Louis, MissourLJ

11
Where there were ELS pastors participating in these conferences
they, for the most part, sided with Missouri.
This was not
surprising since they, with few exceptions, received their training
in Missouri's prep school sand seminaries.5
The issue was supposedly

resol ved in 1932, when the Wisconsin and

Missouri Synods both accepted the Thiensville Theses, which dealt with
this question of church and ministry.6 Both sides claimed victory.

In

real ity there was 1ittle actual change. The wi I 1ingness to live with this
arrangement shows a marked contrast to the level of agreement considered
necessary to resolve the later controversy. W. F. Darn again reflects the
situation as he writes:
In my second year at the seminary, Professor Theodore Graebner
interrupted his lecture on Romans to report that a seminary faculty
committee, of which he was a member, had just returned from
Thiens ville (I think) where they had met wi th a commi ttee of the
Wisconsin Seminary to resolve the differences between the two synods
on the vexing problem of church and ministry.
He reported, not
without a modicum of smugness, that Wisconsin had seen the light and
accepted Missour i's position ,as the correct one. Later, I 1earned
from my peers who had attended the Wisconsin Seminary at that time
that the Wisconsin facul ty committee reported to them that Missouri
had capitulated and was now in Wisconsin's camp. Whatever happened
at that meeting, no positions were changed. Mixed conferences
continued their interminable discussions on church and ministry
without any diminishing of intensity.7
This evaluation is shared by J. P. Koehler, who was a professor at
the Thiensville Seminary and produced a history of the Wisconsin Synod,
which was often critical.

He expressed the fol lowing view of the 1932

Thiensv il le Theses:
The Theses are evidently Just an intersynodical modus vivendi, a
compromise, whether intended so or not, that 1eaves matters unc I ear
5Dorn, p. 4.

6Carl S. Meyer, Moving Frontiers Readings in the History of the
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod CSt. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing
House, 1964), pp. 412-413.
7Dorn, p. 4.
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and both sides free to put their %wn construction
pursue the even tenor of their ways.
Despite

these problems,

on them and to

there was no talk of disbanding

the

Synodical Conference. The general impression is that the participants
considered the relationship experienced in the Synodical Conference to be
a good one.
blessings

They believed

their fellowship

was a source of great

from God, and the prayer is often expressed that God would

grant it to continue.
In 1935 there was sufficient

feel ing of harmony

wi thin the

Synodical Conference that a suggestion to merge the four synods could be
considered.9

These attempts ended in frustration as had the earlier

attempts in the 1870's to form state Synods.

The report of the Missouri

Synod Committee on Organic Union to the 1935 Missouri Synod Convention
indicated the reason this merger had not yet occurred.
Norwegian

The Slovak and

Synods were not in favor of such a merger because of the

language problem.

Since the Wisconsin

Synod had not yet held its

convention, the Committee on Organic Union was to continue to function.
However the Wisconsin Synod took no action and the matter died.10

Not

only was this merger not to be, the harmony did not last either. Within
three years discord was present and growing, and eventually it resulted
in the dissolution of the Synodical Conference itself.
8John Phil 1ipp Koehl er, The History of the Wisconsin Synod (st.
Cloud, Minnesota: Sentinel Publishing Company, 1970), p. 239.
9In a letter to the author dated 14 April 1985 Jacob A. O. Preus,
who was involved in the dispute while part of the ELS and later served as
president of the Missouri Synod, stated, "••.
despite some pious
statements and resolutions I don't think there was ever a serious intent
on the part of anyone to merge the Synods."
1°Carl S. Meyer, Moving Frontiers, p. 412.
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The Wisconsin Synod
Early Background
The beginnings of the Wisconsin Synod go back to the German settl ers
who had immigrated
concern

of

into

the Wisconsin

a few Chr istians

Wilberfeld,

and Barmen.

in

the

and send men to minister

to the German immigrants

inception

the spirit

synods of the eastern
the

became the

of

Langenberg,

and organized

society

the

was to train

in the United States.

they served

formed the Wisconsin

1850.11

At its

than

plight

German ci ties

The purpose of this

Three of these men and the congregations

refJected

Their

In 1837 they banded together

Langenberger Mission Society.

Synod in

area.

spirit

the theological
of the Prussian
United states,13

position

Union12 and the oJder
which was significantly

of the more conservative

Wisconsin

Synod was consciously

from that

of the Missouri Synod.

as "oJd-style

Lutherans,"

reactionary.

The Missouri

ca I J ing them among other

of the Wisconsin Synod

aware that

mid-western
their

stand

The Missouri position

by which they meant that
Synod,

things

in turn,

Lutheran
different

synods.

The

was different

was characterized
it was bigoted

soundJy

denounced

"pseudo-Luther-an ," and a "suspicious

and
them,
band

11Erwin Kowalke, You and Your Synod: The Story of the Wisconsin
(MiJwaukee: Northwestern PubJishing House, 1961), pp.

Ev. Lutheran Synod

8-9.
12In 1817 the king of Prussia, Frederick William III, had initiated
the Pruss ian Union, which un i ted by decree the Lutheran and Reformed
churches under his jurisdiction.
They were not required to change their
doctrinaJ positions,
but the intention was that they be considered as one
communion and ceJebrate the Lord's Supper together.
13Eventually these merged into the United Lutheran Church (1918),
which itsel f became part of the Lutheran Church in America in 1962.
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of smugg 1er s ," The Wisconsin Synod was accused of tr icking the unwary
into their churches under the guise of truly following

the Lutheran

Confessions. 14
Over a period of years the spirit of the Wisconsin Synod gradually
changed as a result of the study of God's Word and a deeper appreciation
of the Lutheran

Confessions.

The move

toward conservatism

proved

costl y. Funds in Prussia which had been designated for the construction
of a seminary were lost, when opposition

arose to continued use of the

catechism of the Prussian State Church.15

It also meant severing former

relationships.

When the General Council was formed in 1867 the Wisconsin

Synod became a member with the expectation that the General Council would
be a staunch 1y conservati ve body.

But alack

of uni ty in doctrine and

practice, invol ving the question of al tar and pulpit fellowship

with

those differing in doctrine, the participation in secret societies, and
the doctrine of the last things, caused the Wisconsin Synod to withdraw
from the General Counci1.16
As the Wisconsin Synod views its history, it sees a deliberate move
from a beginning

which

was characterized

by a certain

amount

indifference to a soundly Biblical and confessional commitment.

of

This is

summarized aptly by Erwin Kowalke, who states:
In the earliest days of our Synod many pastors and members of the
congregations, who were accustomed to the laxness that prevailed in
Germany, did not take differences in doctrines very seriously. For
14A• P. Voss, ed., Continuing In His Word 1850-1950: The History
of the Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod of Wisconsin and Other States
(Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 1951), pp. 63-66.
15Joh. P. Meyer, Our Synod and Its Work A Reader for Lutheran
Schools (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 1947), p 18.
16continuing

in His Word Tract 1, p. 4.
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some it was enough if a congregation called itself Lutheran or
Evangelical; little attention was paid to doctrine or practice. So
it happened that a goodl y number of Germans, when they saw the name
Evangel ical, bel ieved that they had found the same church they had
be longed to in the Father land, and thus drifted into churches that
were more Methodist than Lutheran. For others the name Lutheran
seemed a sufficient guarantee that the church was a safe one to join.
It was a painful struggle for pastors and congregations to win their
way to a firm Lutheran foundation in their preaching and practice and
to take a stand against the loose unionism of some of the Eastern
synods and particular 1y against the church in Germany, which was a
merger of Lutheran and Reformed elements, without any firm conv iction
in either direction.17
Recognizing
provides

crucial

this perception
background

of their historical

for understanding

deveJ opment

the Wisconsin

Synod

reaction to the union attempts which were part of the controversy within
the Synodical Conference.

To Wisconsin it seemed that they were being

called on to negate their past.
other Significant Factors
In order to appreciate the character of the Wisconsin Synod there
are a few other factors to consider.

The first of these is the very

complex issue of Wauwatosa Theology and the Protes'tant Controversy. As
a result of this controversy and subsequent split, J. P. Koehler, who had
been the president of the Wauwatosa Seminary (later Thiensv iJ 1e Saninary)
and editor of the Wisconsin Synod theological

journal, Theologische

Quartal schrift, departed from the Wisconsin Synod.
leaders with their own unique perspective.
itself was not directly
Theology was primarily

related

This brought in new

The Protes'tant Controversy

to Wauwatosa

Theology.

Wauwatosa

an approach to theology which focused on the

Scriptures as supreme and viewed dogmatic statements as historically
condi tioned

and needing

17Kowalke, pp. 20-21.

regul ar re-eval uation.

The Protes'tant

16
controversy was essentially a protest during the years 1926-1928 against
what was percei ved as the tyrannicaJ manner in which officiaJ s of the
Wisconsin Synod deaJ t with several cases of discipJ ine. The point of
connection

between

the two was

indiv iduals were invol ved.

that for the most part

the same

When this eventuaJly Jed to a severing of

reJationships, the net result was that the Wisconsin Synod was a far more
homogeneous group.18 For its part the Missouri Synod tried to stay out
of the Protes'tant Controversy within the Wisconsin Synod, making littJe
mention of it.
Another factor was the great similarity
consti tuency of the Wisconsin Synod.

in background within the

The membership

for the most part

consisted of rural and smaJl town residents of Wisconsin, Minnesota, and
Michigan.

"With the exception of MiJ waukee and its env irons, there were

few metropol itan centers in the United States where we had more than a
token representation among the Lutheran churches.,,19 This may account
for the apparent unanimity of the Wisconsin Synod writings which set
forth its position on the issues in the confJict within the Synodical
Conference.

However,

this is not totalJy

accurate.

To portray the

entire picture it must aJso be pointed out that there was an eJement of
diversity.

This is demonstrated

District of the Wisconsin Synod.

in the attitude

of the Minnesota

Darn writes in his analysis:

18The topic of the relationship between Wauwatosa Theology and the
Protes'tant Controversy and its effect on the Wisconsin Synod is a study
in and of itself, which cannot be undertaken here. The point is that it
did have an effect of one sort or another on the Wisconsin Synod and
hence in an indirect way al so p Iayed its part in the SynodicaJ
Controversy. For a more detailed description of this controversy see
Appendix A.
19Dorn, p. 20.
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When the Minnesota Synod, the Michigan Synod, and the Wisconsin
Synod joined to form the Evangel Lea I Lutheran Joint Synod of
Wisconsin and Other States there were those among the Minnesota
constituents of the new organization who were somewhat rel uctant to
sing the Te Deum when the merger of the three synods was effected.
It was not really until 1961 that we became one cohesive unit. When
I became a member of the Minnesota District in the mid-forties, not a
few of the older members of the district still referred to the
Minnesota Distr ict as the Minnesota Synod, some by reason of
forgetful ness and some by conscious design. Qui te a number of the
congregations of the old Minnesota Synod did not join the Wiscoinsin
Synod as voting members, but held advisory membership only.
The
Wisconsin Districts looked upon the Hinnesota District as having not
yet gotten rid of its Minnesota Synod reputation as a liberal
Lutheran body because the district harbored two congregations with
active communicants holding membership in secret societies.20
The Norwegian Synod
The groups of Norwegian Lutherans presented a very complex picture,
reflecting the variety of convictions and attitudes present in the church
of Norway. There were elements of pietism and puritanism. Some favored
a strongly

centralized

system, while others were congregationally

oriented.

In addition,

among these groups there were also varying

degrees of confessional commitment.21

An understanding of the history

of the efforts to unite these diverse groups of Norwegian Lutherans has a
direct bearing on the controversy which sp I it the Synodical Conference.
The ELS, which had rejected that merger and later joined the Synodical
Conference, believed the same process was again being fol lowed and that
history would soon repeat itself.
One of those di verse groups, the Norwegian Synod, was part of the
Synodical Conference.

At the time of its founding in 1853 its leaders

were determined to be staunchly orthodox. Since they were unhappy with
the positions

of the other Norwegian

20Dorn, p. 5.
21v/olf, p. 220.

groups as well

as the more

18
estab 1 ished Lutheran Synods, which were considered too lax, they were
very hesitant about establishing any outside relationships.
was necessary

to train pastors, they resolved

Because it

in 1855 to visit other

synods' seminaries to determine if it were possible to make arrangements
to use one of these institutions.
Louis Seminary, they discovered

As a result of their visit to the st.
there was a oneness in spirit with the

Missouri Synod, and they began to train their pastors at this seminary.22
When the Synodical Conference was organized in 1872, the Norwegian
Synod was one of the original members.

The predestinarian controversy,

which rocked the Synodical Conference beginning in 1881, caused a serious
split within the Norwegian Synod itself.

While the majority of the

Norwegian Synod was in agreement with the Missouri position, in an effort
to heal the rift in its own Synod, the Norwegian Synod withdrew from the
Synodical

Conference

in 1883.

However, the Synod still retained its

fellowship with the Missouri Synod.
The efforts of the Norwegian Synod to resol ve the controversy
its midst

proved to be unsuccessful.

in

In the end about one third of the

synod left, forming the Anti-Missouri Brotherhood.
together with two other foes of the Norwegian

In 1900 this group,

Synod,

the Norwegian

Augustana Synod, and the Conference for the Norwegian-Danish Evangelical
Lutheran

Church,

formed

the

Un i ted

Norwegian

Lutheran

Church

in

America.23
22S• C. Ylvisaker, ed., Grace for Grace: Brief History of the
Norwegian Synod (Mankato, MN: Lutheran Synod Book Company, 1943), p.
57.
23Theodore A. Aaberg. A City Set on a Hill: A History of the
Evangelical Lutheran Synod (Norwegian Synod 1918-1968) (Lake Mills, IA:
Graphic Publishing Company, 1968). p. 44.
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One of the goals of the Norwegian Lutheran Church in America was to
unify all
it

Norwegian Lutherans

initiated

a series

of corr~ittee

areas of disagreement

1910 two differences

To accomplish this

meetings in which the Norwegian Synod

Between 1906 and 1910 theses

participated.
several

in the United states.

were developed

which were acceptable

brought the discussions

to all

parties.

to a standstiJl.

invol ved the understanding

of the reJ ationship

man's will

The second was the dissatisfaction

in conversion.

Norwegian Synod that
specifically
agreed

continue

consisting

the

of only parish
preparing

In

The first

between God's grace and

proposed agreements contained

condemning former errors.

to

reached,

these

covering

of the

no antitheses,

However, the Norwegian Synod

negotiations,

appointing

a new committee

In 1912 the "Austin Settlement"

pastors.

the way for a merger of virtually

all

was

Norwegian

Lutherans. 24
This settl ement produced a mixed reaction
The majority
adequate.

favored

the merger,

considering

There was a l so a significant

compromise, making incorrect

statements

in the Norwegian Synod.
the doctrinal

minority,

agreement

who bel ieved it was a

of doctrine

acceptable.

Whil e

most of those opposed were eventual 1y coaxed into the merger, a remnant
emerged from the minority

who steadfastly

her i tage

in

and participate

the

merger.

refused
This

to give
remnant

up their

formed the

24The main problem had been the doctrine of election.
The "Austin
Settl ement" (Opgjoer) allowed both positions to stand, ca l J ing them "two
forms" of the doctrine
of e I ection.
So long as they remained within
certain bounds, avoiding the dangers of CaI v inism and synergism, each
side was free to use either approach in its expression of this doctrine.
For further discussion see:
E. Cl ifford NeJson, The Lutherans in North
America (PhiJadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1975), pp. 371-373. For the text
of the "Austin SettJ ement" see Wolf', pp. 228-235.
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Evangelical Lutheran Synod in 1918 and rejoined the Synodical Conference
in 1920.
In the negotiations
Missouri

which began in the late 1930s between the

Synod and the American Lutheran

repeating itself.

Church, the ELS saw history

Again the negotiations were carried on by committees

and the agreements appeared to be compromises containing no antitheses.
What the ELS had once rejected was confronting them again, calling for a
new stand. This knowledge of their reaction to this 1917 merger provides
a crucial perspective

from which to understand

their later position.

Thus S. C. Ylvisaker writes:
This is an exampl e of how little the controversies of the
Norwegian Synod with other synods were settled by the adoption of the
doctrinal "agreements" which formed the basis for the Union of 1917.
They can only be said to have been buried under the sod of doctrinal
indifference and indefiniteness, the contending parties agreeing to
differ and adopting doctrinal statements which made room for views of
both.25
If they were opposed to the agreement, why did the minority become
part of it? Theodore Aaberg gives the answer of the ELS when he writes:
The Norwegian
Synod was won over to the support of "The
Settlement" in 1912, not by such bold statements regarding its
compromising nature as have been made in more recent years by leaders
within "The Herger," but rather by the steadfast claim of the Synod's
commit tee and official s that it tai thfu 1 1Y preserved the Synod's
doctrinal position of the 1880's.2
The following quote by Theodore Aaberg, as he describes the final
act of the 1917 merger, provides real insight into the character of the
ELS and has a direct bearing

on their part in the

later controversies

that destroyed the Synodical Conference.
June 8, 1917, was a memorab 1e day for the Norwegian Synod. What
had started in unity in October, 1853, at Luther Valley, Wisconsin,
25Ylvisaker, p. 141.
26Aaberg, p. 52.
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was ending in disunity in June, 1917, at st. Paul, Minnesota. Two
groups sat in the closing session of the final convention of the old
Norwegian Synod, preparing for the grand march to the st. Paul
Auditorium on the morrow for the organization of the Norwegian
Lutheran Church in America. There was the majority group which had
freely bargained and sold the spiritual heritage of the 1880's for
the gain of one large Norwegian Lutheran Church in America. Tomorrow
could hardly come soon enough for the members of this group. Next to
them sat the minority group, or rather, most of it, not wanting to
gi ve up its synodical heritage and yet not w.il ling to retain that
heritage at all costs. The minority would henceforth attempt to
proclaim the unconditioned Gospel in a conditioned
confessional
setting. A third group, a remnant of the once strong and determined
minority, whil e seeking to testify to the synodical brethren to the
end, gathered at the Hotel Aberdeen in st. Paul. This remnant had
been whittled down to utter insignificance, numerically speaking.
God helping them, however, they were determined to hold to the
heritage of sal vation by grace alone, and, if possible, to unite in
an effort to bring it to others.27
The Missouri Synod
The early beginnings of the Missouri Synod lie in two directions,
both of which exhibit a strong emphasis on the Lutheran Confessions. The
first is the religious

immigration of a group of Saxon Lutherans under

the leadership of Martin Stephan. These f'o I lowers of Stephan cl aimed,
"that the means of grace were dependent upon his person and that, if he
were silenced, the Lutheran Church would cease to exist in saxony.,,28
During the emigration Stephan had been elevated to the episcopacy.
However, in less than four months, as a resul t of a charge of adul tery
and general dissatisfaciton with his leadership, Stephan was deposed and
expelled from the community.
confusion.

The immigrants were thrown into a state of

Did they have the right to emigrate?

Were they even Christians?

Were they the church?

In the midst of this chaos C. F. W. Wal ther

emerged as leader. While he was recuperating from a serious illness, he
27Aaberg,

p.

75.

28Walter O. Forster, Zion on the Mississippi (st. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1953), p. 63.
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had been studying Luther, which led him to the answer of the questions
plaguing the group. Stephanism had been wrong in its basic conception of
the church. But they could be sure they were the church because of the
universal

priesthood

of all believers.

Walther drew up a series of

theses defining the church, which were accepted by the majori ty of the
people.
As a resul t of the many hardships they had shared, these Saxons,
especially the clergy, were an extremely close-knit group, and they felt
1 it t I e need for forming an organization.

In addi tion their recent bad

experience with Stephan made them fearful of the prospect.

In 1845, when

Wal ther responded to a query about the possibil ity of forming a Synod,
these past experiences were reflected in his insistence that such a synod
must have a firm confessional basis and that it must be only an advisory
body.
The second direction

came from Rev. Friedrich

Conrad Dietrich

Wyneken who had come to the Uni ted States in 1838 and was distressed by
the spiritual

starvation

he found among the German immigrants.

He

appealed to Germany for help and Rev. Wilhelm Loehe responded by first
training men for a year in his parsonage and then sending these recruits
to the United States in an effort to help meet this emergency.
Loehe instructed his recruits to seek ordination and recognition
from an established synod. Because Loehe passed on his strong background
in the Lutheran Confessions to his recruits, they tended to associate
with the Ohio Synod, which was the most conservative

of the synods at

that time. However, there were two aspects of the Ohio Synod which were a
source of discomfort. The one was the growing ascendency of the English
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language and the other was the hes itancy of the Ohio Synod to take an
official stand against the General Synod's lax confessional basis.29
MeanwhiJ e, through Loehe himse 1f and through Der Lutheraner, which
C. F. W. Walther had begun to publish
acquainted

with the Saxons.

pastors gathered
resulted

in 1844, these Loehe men became

In September

in Cleveland,

in the 1847 formation

of 1845 several

of these

Ohio and initiated the process which
of the German Evangelical

Synod of

Ivlissouri,Ohio, and other States.
Pastor Wyneken's concern for the German immigrant characterized the
Missouri Synod. ReachIng the host of German immigrants who were arrivin~
in the United States during these years was regarded as their primary
task.

This in itself was monumental.

Through their efforts to achieve

this goal the Missouri Synod soon had congregations spread through large
portions of the United States and became a t ru ly national church body.
It was the only synOd in the Synodical Conference that could be described
in this way, and the infl uence of this di versi ty is a factor which must
be considered

in eva J uating the position of the Missouri Synod in the

later synodical controversies.
Missouri's Attitude Toward Unity
One of the basic issues that emerged in the controversies

which

destroyed the Synodical Conference was the proper attitude toward unity.
The Missouri Synod was frequently accused of changing its position.

It

29In 1820 the threat to German Lutherans posed by the spread of
German rationalism and union with reformea bodies led to the formation of
the General Synod. However, a question regarding the extent to which
distinctive Lutheran doctrine and practice applied to the American scene
was left unresolved.
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is therefore

necessary

to investigate

the attitude

toward unity

present

at the time of the founding of the Missouri Synod.30
Initially
Synods.

the Missouri Synod had little

They were at odds wi th the Buffalo

the Doctrine of the Church and Ministry.
as rationalistic

and, because

influence,

had little

they

Schmucker's "Definite
cope with this,

was to strengthen

They regarded the General Synod

holding

was considered
free

to the UnaI tered
the

participants

to get away from that

of any contact

Platform"

Walther advocated

with other Lutheran

Synod and the Iowa Synod on

they had emigrated
interest

Synodical

open to a l 1 who subscribed
goal

contact

with

it.

a threat)

conferences

S. S.
1

To

which were

Augsburg Confession.

The

and make one another

more

confessional.
30For a detailed
study of this topic see Robert M. Hess, "Prayer
Fellowship
in the First Hal f of Synod's History" STMThesis Concordia
Seminary, st Louis, 1985; and John C. Wohlrabe Jr., "The Missouri Synod
Unity Attempts during the Pfotenhauer Presidency 1911-1935" STM Thesis
Concordia Seminary, st. Louis, 1982. These two agree that in 1881 a
basic change occurred in Missouri Synod practice
as a result
of the
predestinarian
controversy.
However, they seem to appraise the early
practice
a little
differently.
Hess perceives
a greater
degree of
flexibility,
indicating
that he was impressed by "how far the Missouri
Synod was willing
to go to maintain the fellowship
it had with other
Lutherans"
(pp. 3-4).
Hess further
concl uded that prior
to 1879,
"Missouri cou l d pray with, conmune with, and fellowship in many ways with
disagreeing
Lutherans who were struggl ing and wrestl ing with doctrinal
differences"
(p. 83).

31By 1850 the General Synod, because of the influence of the more
conservati
ve Lutheran synods, was moving in that direction.
However,
there
was a minor i t Y who were opposed to what they cons i dered an
unwhol esome influx of continental
Lutherans.
They fel t that certain
aspects of the historic
Lutheran position would prove to be hindrances on
the American scene.
To accompl ish this the Definite Synodical Platform
proposed
a program of "American Lutheranism" which was to remove fi ve
errors
from the Augsburg Confession.
These were the approval
of the
ceremonies of the mass, private confession and absolution,
denial of the
Divine obligation
of the Christian sabbath, Baptismal regeneration,
and
the rea] presence of the body and blood of Christ in the eucharist.
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While felJ owship was establ ishied with the Norwegian Synod in 1857,
generally the various discussions and colloquies did not produce unity.
Thus in 1866 a colloquy with the Buffalo Synod ended without achieving
agreement

between the synods.32

When the Pennsylvania

Ministerium

withdrew from the General Synod in 1866 and issued an invitation to all
Lutheran Synods to meet in a convention

for the purpose of forming a

union, representatives from the Missouri Synod were in attendance.

The

outgrowth of this meeting was the formation of the General Council.

The

Missouri Synod did not join because they fel t that there must first be
doctrinal unity.

They continued to express the conviction that holding

free conferences was a better method to achieve unity.
the Iowa Synod did not lead to agreement.

A colloquy with

However, in this instance it

is noteworthy that each session was opened with a liturgical service by
the pastor of the church where they were meeting.33
The bitter polemics of the Predestinarian controversy, which split
the Synodical Conference, resulted in a great deal of animosity between
the two sides. After this point there is a shift in attitude within the
Missouri Synod regarding the topic of unity.
Dr. Francis Pieper, who had become the leader of the Missouri Synod
following Walther's death, presented five theses on the unity of faith at
the 1888 Synodical

Conference

Missouri Synod relations

Convention.

These became the basis of

with other Lutherans.

Pieper insisted that

32Agreement was discovered with many of the pastors and congregations and as a result of this colloquy many congregations left the
Buffalo Synod and affiliated with the Missouri Synod. John H. Tietjen,
Which Way to Lutheran Unity? A History of Efforts to Unite the Lutherans
of America (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1966), p. 65.
33C. S. Meyer, p. 284.
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uni ty of faith must

inc 1ude agreement

in al J areas

of Christian

doctrine )4
FoJlowing WorJd War I an attempt was made to reach accord with the
Ohio, Iowa, and Buffalo Synods, which produced the 1928 "Chicago Theses".
However,

the 1929 convention

of the Missouri

Synod rejected them as

inadequate and at times even inclining more to the opposing position than
to the Missouri Synod position.

It was aJso recommmended to cease these

intersynodical discussions because the Ohio, Iowa, and Buffalo Synods had
entered

into a closer relationship

with the United Lutheran

raising the suspicion of other differences.
moves of the Missouri

Throughout this process the

Synod were slow and del iberate.

sought for its own sake.

Church,

Union was not

The goaJ was aJways to first achieve doctrinal

unity prior to any declaration of felJowship.
Slovak Synod
The origins of the Slovak Synod are traced to the immigration of
Slovakian people beginning after 1848 and dramatically increasing after
1875.

As is generally the case, there were a variety of reasons behind

the decision of an individual to immigrate. Pr'obably the most compell ing
factor, however,

was the generalJy poor economic conditions in Slovakia.

This is illustrated

by the fact that often only the head of a family

would initiaJly come, viewing it as a temporary situation, until a status
of financial independence could be attained, when he would then return
home.

This hope of a temporary sojourn tended to squelch a desire to

establish churches in the new land.
In their native land, the Hungarian government was pursuing a plan
of Magarization by which they were trying to impose Hungarian culture and
34C. S. Meyer, p. 2 8 5.
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ways on al 1 the racial
Hungarian Lutheran

minorities

in the countr-y.

Church would have

littl

Slovak Lutheran Churches in a foreign
When the mass influx
1880 there

being

of Slovaks

a rare

from various

Synods tried

of a commonnationality,
roots

In the interim,

a congregation.

society

religious,

and economic needs.

Prior

among the Slovak Lutherans
not even try to establish
to a particular
cases

the pastor

shortage,

in a city

was a part

General ly speaking,

the Slovak Lutheran

Church often

chaotic.

members'

Some pastors

as occasion

and did foist

the liberal

might

to minister

demanded.

of the problem.

carried

its

Because

In some
of the

themsel ves on

and un.ioni st Ic spirit

over

into

the formation

of
of

congr-egat Ions.v-'

In 1894 the first
because of the diversity
was their

of

Synod in 1902 the situation

They were content

indi vidual s could

the Hungar-Ian Lutheran

contention

was essentially
a congregation.

himself

unqual ified

congregations.

of the Slovak

group of Slovaks

Slovaks

Union, which was

wi th the broad goal s of meeting

to the founding

pastors

In other cases the

might be the Slovak Evangelical

a quas i -r-e I igious
social,

Lutheran

would occasional 1 y W1ite on the basis

and organize

of a congregation

began about

and it was many years before

Because of the dire need,

both Lutheran and Reformed faiths

the

for encouraging

to the United States

commodity.
to help.

e enthusiasm

meant that

land.

were no Slovak Lutheran pastors,

they ceased

This

attempt

to form an organization

of opinion among the pastors.

relation

to other

was frustrated
A major point of

establ ished synods,

One faction

35George Io Lak, A History of the Slovak Evangel ical Lutheran Church
in the United States
of America, 1902-1927 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1955), pp. 26-31.
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advocated independence, while the other wanted contact with the Missouri
Synod.

When the Slovak Evangelical Union sponsored a second attempt in

1899-1900, the situation remained unchanged.
On April 16, 1901 the pastors who favored the Missouri Synod met in
Cleveland for the purpose of forming their own synod and becoming part of
the Synodical Conference. After the pastors reached agreement on June 4,
1902,

arrangements

were made for a second meeting on Sept. 2, 1902 in

Connellsville,

PA, to which the congregations

were invited to send

representatives.

At this meeting the Slovak Evangelical Lutheran Church

was founded.
Initially there were still many within the SELC who were opposed to
having

contact with the

primarily

Missouri

Synod.

Gradually

this changed,

through the influx of students who had graduated

from the

Missouri Synod Springfield Seminary and through contact with individuals
within the Missouri Synod.
The Slovak Synod Struggles with Union
The story of the struggles the Slovak Lutherans encountered as they
tried to achieve union parallels

in many ways the experience

of the

Norwegian Lutherans and particularly the Evangelical Lutheran Synod. Yet
in the controversy

which divided

the Synodical

Conference these two

synods ended up on different sides.
The SELC had been founded in the hope that it would bring healing
to the disuni ty present among the Slovak Lutherans.
materialize.

This hope did not

Within the first years after its formation, the president

left because of a dispute involving which confessional prayer should be
included

in the agenda, the secretary left over affiliation

with the

Synodical Conference, and a considerable controversy was generated over
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the issue of announcement
Lutheran

for communion.

Church of the Augsburg Confession

In 1912 the Evangelical
in the United states was

formed by the opponents of the SELC, whose prior affi 1 iations had been
with the synods which later became part of the United Lutheran Church.
These difficul ties did not quiet the strong voices advocating a
union of all Slovak Lutherans.
kept them separate.

It was asserted that onl y formal Hies

By effecting a union it was maintained

that the

increase in size and influence wouJd allow significant steps forward to
be taken, such as the formation of a Slovak Lutheran College.
The Slovak Synod al so desired union, but maintained that before
organic union can take place there must first be a true unity of the
Spirit.

The presence of false teachers among those outside the Slovak

Synod precluded the necessary spiritual unity and therefore made physical
unity impossible.

For the Slovak Synod the matters that kept the synods

apart were more than formal ities.
A Congress of Slovak Lutherans was to meet in Pi ttsburgh in Jul y
1919 to attempt to make an a I liance.

At preliminary meetings, held

April and May, it became apparent that significant difficulties
first be overcome.

The following

description

in

must

of the May meeting

illustrates the difference between the SELC and those whose roots were in
the United Lutheran Church.
"The purpose of this meeting was to discuss the teaching and practice
of the Lutheran Church. Since the pastors of the United Lutheran
Church did not have a prepared statement setting forth their
position, the platform of the Slovak Evangelical Lutheran Church was
used as the basis for the discussion.
When the United Lutheran
Church pastors were called upon to state whether they agreed with the
individual points of this document, they declared that they did not
come to the meeting as individuals but as members of the United
Lutheran Church and that, therefore, it was their desire that the
position of the United Lutheran Church as a body be discussed.
Pastor Body was then given an opportunity to read a statement of the
Uni ted Lutheran Church, but the commissioners of the Slovak Synod
failed to understand what it embraced, and the United Lutheran Church
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pastors admitted that it had not yet been completed. However, they
requested that the Slovak Synod pastors neverthe 1ess accept it in
good faith. This the Slovak Synod pastors fel t they cou I d not do.
The United Lutheran Church commissioners declared that they had no
faul t to find with the platform of the Slovak Synod, but that they
nevertheless could not subscribe to it. Their reasons were that it
would be impossible for them to separate from the United Lutheran
Church; furthermore, that the Slovaks were too weak to maintain
separate synods; and that the more powerful synods would provide the
Slovak Lutherans with better support and protection. The next move
of the United Lutheran Church pastors was to invite the Slovak
Evangelical Lutheran Church to join the United Lutheran Church.
Thus, these pastors stated, union of Slovak Lutherans would be
real ized. To this the corrmitteemembers of the Slovak Evangelical
Lutheran Church repl ied: "By the grace of God our Synod has the pure
teaching and a correct practice. Moreover, our Synod is a Slovak
body. Why should we join a body which does not have the pure
teaching and a correct practice and whi~g, in addition to this, is
foreign to us in spirit and in Language?">
When the congress itself was held in July of 1919) the chairman,
Pastor Karlovsky,
Slovak

pOinted out that the main purpose was to unite all

Lutherans into one body.

One of the pastors from the United

Lutheran Church asked why the convention had not been opened with prayer,
and requested

one at that point.

Pastor John Pelikan

of the SELC

objected, pointing out there were basic differences of doctrine among
those present and that joint prayer shou ld be held only after reaching
agreement.

The ensuing debate was resolved by adopting a motion to have

prayer after reaching agreement. Even though the doctrinal statement of
the SELC was eventually accepted and an alliance formed, it never really
came to life. The Slovak Synod concluded they could have no part of it
because it was not based on true unity.
The leaders of the Slovak Synod f'eI t compelled to defend themseIves
against those who laid the blame for the failure of this alliance
their attitude.
3600Iak,

on

In this defense note what is said about the refusal to

pp. 90-91.
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ha ve joint prayer, which was al so an issue later wi thin the Synodical
Conference.
The charge was often repeated against the Slovak Evangelical Lutheran
Church that its pastors had refused to unite in prayer with those
present at the Congress, the implication being that this action was
responsible for the failure of the Congress. To this charge the
Slovak Synod replied that its refusal to unite in prayer with others
present at the Congress was chiefly due to the fact that though
pastors who were not members of the Slovak Synod were unable to
refute the pJatform of the Slovak Synod, they nevertheless would not
accept it. Furthermore, it was pointed out that a I most one hal f of
those present at the Congress scoffed at the Word of God. Attention
was ca l led to the fact that heterodox pastors, people who did not
hold membership in the Lutheran Church, and even Socialists took part
in the Congress, and that joint prayer under such conditions was out
of the question.37
In June of 1919 the Slovak pastors holding membership in the United
Lutheran Church had formed the Slovak Zion Synod, which affiliated with
the United Lutheran Church in 1920.

There was considerable animosity

and poJemics exchanged between the two SJovak groups.

The Slovak Synod

was accused of hav ing a spirit of Prusso-Missourian abso I utism. They in
turn regarded the Zion Synod as an opposition synod.
One more at tempt was made in 1924 to form a union.

This time the

impetus came from those who were not a part of either synod.
response

from

enthusiastic.

both

the Zion

Synod

and

the SELC

was

less

The
than

President Bradac chall enged them to prove where the SELC

was wrong and then asked why they did not want to affiliate
Synod. Are we not Slovak?

with our

Are we not independent? Why not join us?

The

Slovak Synod firmly believed that it had the correct position, which had
not been proven wrong.

It wanted union, but only if it were based on

true unity of spirit.38
37Dolak, p. 99.
3800 Lak, pp. 102-105.
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Pertinent Aspects within United states Lutheranism
Fo I lowing World
Lutheranism

coincided

War I two developments
with the internal

within United states

pressures

disrupting

the

Synodical Conference. These were the trend toward unity and the debate
regarding the inspiration of the Scriptures.

In the opinion of the

majority within the Synodical Conference, both

developments were to be

resisted, since they were a threat to confessional Lutheran theology. In
addition, constant watchfulness was necessary to prevent any inroads into
the Synodical Conference.
Unity Movement
Among the majority of Lutherans there was an increasing awareness
that they had much more in common than there were differences between
them.

By 1930 significant

mergers

had taken place.

The American

Lutheran Church had been formed by a merger of the Iowa, Buffalo, and
Ohio Synods.

That same year the American Lutheran Conference was brought

into being, made up of the ALC, the Lutheran Free Church, the Augustana
Church,

the Norwegian

Lutheran

Church, and the United Evangelical

Lutheran Church. They perceived themselves as a middle way between the
conservati ve position of the Synodical Conference and the more liberal
United Lutheran Church in America.39
Vocal advocates of Lutheran unity abounded. Lutheran Outlook, the
journal of the American Lutheran Conference, regularly carried articles
promoting the cause of Lutheran unity and merger.

Although there was

considerable variety of opinion expressed, in essence Lutheran disunity
was seen as a terrible offense. Even though some differences existed,
39Wol f, p. 323.
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these should not result in division.

There needed to be a certain amount

of latitude in the expression of doctrine within the Lutheran Church.40
Thus, while there were acknowledged
overriding

unity was sufficient

differences,

it was believed

the

and that the goal to be pursued was

union, leaving a measure of freedom in which individuals

could hold

differing opinions.
The assertion

that now was the time to get on with union was the

official positon of the United Lutheran Church, which had stated in the
Washington Declaration of 1920:
In the case of those Church Bodies calling themselves Evangelical
Lutheran, and subscribing to the Confessions which have al ways been
regarded as the standard of Evangelical Lutheran doctrine, The United
Lutheran Church in America recognizes no doctrinal rea~ons against
complete cooperation and organic union with such bodies.41
Pressure was put on the Missouri

Synod, the one major body of

Lutherans remaining separate, to become a part of the National Lutheran
Council.42

As the focus centered on Missouri,

some saw a reason for

hope, perceiving a slight movement toward unity. Three reasons were put
forward. Missouri seemed to be looking for areas of cooperation with the
National Lutheran Council, it had given qualified approval to the Common
Confession, and it had not capitulated to the Wisconsin Synod position on
the Boy Scouts.43
40The following articles in Lutheran Outlook are typical of these
views. John F. Palm, "Uniting Lutheran Forces," 14 (August 1949):234237; Algot J. Bowman, "Lutheran Unity from a Layman's Viewpoint," 14 (May
1949):141-143;
H. L. Yochum, "Beyond Cooperation," 14 (January 1949):710; o. C. Mees, "Lutheran Aloofness and the Law of Christian Love," 15
(March 1950):76-79;
C. Taubert "Guest Editorial," 15 (July 1950):197-198.
41Wolf, p. 350.
42 "Editorial ," Lutheran Outlook, 15 (April 1950):100.
43 "Editorial," Lutheran Outlook,

15 (August 1950):230.
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It was felt that the success of achieving unity among all the major
Lutheran bodies was ultimately going to be determined by the actions of
Missouri.

In an editorial commenting on Theodore Graebner's article in

the March 1950 issue of American Lutheran "What Price Patience," it was
agreed that Dr. Graebner's suggestion for the Wisconsin Synod to pullout
of the Synodical
observed

Conference

was a good one;

that it was unlikely

although

it was also

that this would occur.

It was then

suggested that, as an alternative, the Missouri Synod might pullout

and

form a new association

The

with the other major Lutheran groups.

decision rests with Missouri.44
The Scriptures
Throughout

the time of the controversy

within

the Synodical

Conference there was a major debate concerning the Scriptures especially
within the American Lutheran Conference, which viewed itself as the
middle ground between conservative and liberal Lutheranism. The articles
and editorials carried in Lutheran Outlook reflect a variety of opinions
and illustrate the nature of the debate.
In December of 1948 an article was published,

written by A. V.

Neve, which produced quite a stir. In essence it advocated the liberal
position, which was that the written word was not God's Word, but rather
contained

God's Word.

The

WI'i

tten Word was merel y the words of men,

subject to error as are all words of men, but which God used to convey
His Word, the Gospel, directly to the heart.

The Word of God is in the

Bible, but the Written Word, or the Bible, is not the Word of God. A
44"Editorial," Lutheran Outlook, 15 (May 1950):132-133.
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significant
disputing

number of articles,

Scriptures
this

to find this

followed,

middle ground it was conceeded that

discrepencies.46

contain

did not destroy

not a factI
However,

variety,

Neve's position.45

In attempting

that

showing considerable

At the same time it was asserted

the doctrine

then we have no authority
in speaking

speak of a "theory

of this

fact

of verbal

the

of inspiration.

If inspiration

and ultimately

no Christianity.

of inspiration,

inspiration,"

unknown. God suppl ied "content and fitting

it

is

is inaccurate

to

the manner of inspiration

is

form.,,47

Conclusion
The Synodical

Conference

came into existence

agreement and for the purpose of furthering

this

disuni ty.

In proceeding

issues

identifying

what caused the destruction

appreciation

of this

The experiences
their

perception

This will

perspective

historical

study

the

unity.
of

the

dispute
Conference,

and
an

background is crucial.

of and reaction

to the current

noticeable

in the diverse

synods influenced

trends

of the period.

evaluations

pursui t of uni ty among many American Lutherans.
of the trends

of

Yet it ended in

of the Synodical

and background of the individual

be particularly

the vigorous

to

as an expression

of the day will

also

given to
A proper

help make understandable

45Por further
reference
see the following
articles
in Lutheran
Outlook: E. H. Parsons, "I John 5:7 Stil 1 Tal ks ," 15 (June 1950): 174,177;
Hikkel Lorio , "Concerning the Written Word," 14 (Hay 1949):144-146;
"Editorial,"
14 (September 1949):259-260.
(April,

46E• Gomann, "Inspiration
1950):107-110.
47 "Editorial,"

of the

Lutheran Outlook,

Bible,"

Lutheran

Outlook,

15 (January 1950):3-6.
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why the debate over the inspiration of Scripture should loom so Jarge in
the destruction of the SynodicaJ Conference.
Without a knowJedge of the earlier dispute over the doctrine of the
Church,

which seriously

impossible

to accurately

disrupted
evaluate

the Synodical

Conference,

the later controversy.

it is

What was

different about these two controversies so that one destroyed fellowship
while the other did not?
Properly

equipped with this background,

it is now possibJe

to

proceed with a detailed analysis of the issues and a search for what
caused the Synodical Conference to be destroyed.

CHAPTER
II
THE ISSUE OF FELLOWSHIP
ANDUNIONISM
Introduction
While the controversy
several

doctrines,

involved

Conference

over

the efforts

of fellowship
bodies

involved.

do joint

wi thout

The result

and a free

doctrinal

the dispute

revol

the synods

the
of the

Synod and the

agreement which would allow
A formal declaration

of orthodoxy

of such a declaration

between the church
was a willingness

to

of the Gospel and in the celebration

of

transfer

agreement

within

of fellowship.

recognition

work in the proclamation

the sacraments

then,

was a mutual

invol ved

disagreements,

of the Missouri

sufficient

they were in a state

Conference

were distinct

a disagreement

American Lutheran Church to attain
them to declare

the Synodical

about which there

crux of the matter
Synodical

within

of members.

To practice

any of these

was to be gui 1ty of unionism. 1 In essence

ved around

the question,

"Are there

the Synodical

Conference

sufficient

grounds?"
The apparent
disrupted
basic
It

harmony wi thin

when the Missouri

Synod decl ared at

its

in 1935 was

1938 convention

that

agreement had been reached with the American Lutheran Church (ALC).

was anticipated

declaration

of

that
fellowship.

this

agreement
Because

would

lead

of objections

to an eventual
both

within

the

1unionism is the practice
of church fellowship
without doctrinal
unity.
Thea. Graebner, "What is Unionism?" Concordia Theological
Monthly
2 (August 1931):580.
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Missouri Synod and the Synodical Conference, the anticipated declaration
did not come to pass.

These objections centered on two basic questions:

"What level of agreement is necessary for such a decJaration, and have
the documents of agreement themselves reaJly settled past issues or were
they

compromises ignoring those differences?"
Despite this failure, the Missouri Synod continued its discussions

with other Lutheran Synods, primarily the ALC, in the hope of acheiving
agreement and declaring pulpit and altar felJowship. Unfortunately these
discussions

intensified

the dispute and eventually

caused the whoJe

concept of the nature and practice of fellowship to be questioned.
final

outcome

was the severing

of relations

within

The

the Synodical

Conference.
In addition to the basic dispute over the sufficiency of the fellowship

agreements,

two practical

app 1 ications

of the fel lowship

question, joint work and joint prayer, al so became a source of strife.
What kinds of joint work, if any, could be legitimately

conducted by

church bodies which had not formal 1y dec I ared fellowship?

When, if ever,

can members of synods not in fel lowship pray together?

The differences

in understanding of these issues resul ted in charges of unionism being
leveled against the Missouri Synod.

The dispute over fellowship was so

pervasive that it extended itself into other disagreements, such as the
military

chaplaincy

and scouting,

which were essentially

disputes

involving other doctrines.
The purpose of this chapter is to describe and analyze the efforts
made by the Missouri Synod and the funericanLutheran Church in pursuit of
a declaration of fellowship, in order to evaluate the role of this issue
in the demise of the Synodical Conference.

This chapter wi J 1 begin with
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the action of the Missouri Synod at its 1938 convention declaring that
suffic ient agreement
declaration

had been reached

of fellowship,

disruption.

with the ALe for a future

for this proved to be the source of the

The chapter will continue by tracing the

historical

development of the Missouri-ALe fellowship efforts, by describing the key
reactions of the various synOdS, and by depicting the efforts of the
Synodical Conference to achieve heal ing. The heart of the chapter lies
in the examination of the theological
synOdS,

which

disagreement.

makes

it possible

Since eventually

statements made by the various

to evaluate
the Objections

felJowship discussions focused on the Common
objections

of the

to the Missouri-ALe
ion, the theological

raised against it will be included in this theological

e va I uation.
discussion

Conf'eas

the nature

Because

the four synods di v ided into two camps,

of doctrinal

differences

will

group the Wisconsin

the
and

Norwegian Synods into one presentation and the Missouri and Slovak Synods
into another.

Finally the last section of this chapter will place the

issue of fellowship into its proper perspective in the disintegration of
the Synodical Conference.
Missouri Fellowship Discussions with the ALe
History of the Issue
It was nothing new for the Missouri
negotiations with other Lutheran groups.2

Synod to be involved

in

Prior to the 1935 Missouri

2In addition to the successful negotiations with the Norwegian,
Wisconsin, Ohio, Minnesota, and I1 1 inois Synods which 1ed to the
formation of the Synodical Conference, the Missouri Synod was involved in
other discussions which did not end in fel lowship dec 1arations.
Examples include the discussion with the Buffalo Synod in 1866, the Iowa
Synod in 1867, and with the Ohio, Iowa, and Buffalo Synods after 1918.

40
Synod Convention1

both the American Lutheran Church and the United

Lutheran Church in America (ULCA) had communicated with the Missouri
Synod regarding
fellowship.

the desirability

of establishing

pulpit and altar

The Missouri Synod in convention responded by forming a

committee on Lutheran Church Union consisting of five members.

Their

goal was to attain true unity.3
While they were unable to reach agreement with the ULCA, it was
reported

to the 1938 Missouri Synod st. Louis Convention

discussions wi th the ALC had been successful.

There a resol ution was

passed, often referred to as the st. Louis Union ResoJutions,
that the Brief statement4 and the Declaration

that the

stating

of the ALC5 shouJd be

regarded as a sufficient basis for a future dec I aration of f'e llowship.6
What yet remained was the resolution of differences regarding the lodge
and unionism.

WhiJ e the ALC classified

these as non-fundamental

3Richard C. Wol f. Documents of Lutheran Unity in America
(Phi ladelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), pp. 376-377.
4The Brief Statement was formulated after the Missouri Synod
rejection of the Chicago Theses. It was adopted by the Missouri Synod in
1932 to function as its official position in fellowship discussions.
5The Declaration, also called the Sandusky Declaration, or the
Sandusky Resolutions, was produced by the ALC committee which had
conducted the fellowship negotiations with the Missouri Synod, as an
explanation of points they thought were inadequately covered in the Brief
Statement. It was officially adopted by the American Lutheran Church in
1938 at the Sandusky Convention.
6Within the Missouri Synod there were vocal opponents, who felt
there was not yet sufficient basis for union.
They formed "The
Confessional Lutheran pub 1icity Bureau," and in January, 1940 began to
publish the Confessional Lutheran. Rev. Paul H. Burgdorf was the editor
and Rev. Arthur E. Beck was business manager.
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differences according to the Declaration,7 the Missouri Synod sought to
attain full agreement both in doctrine as well as in practice.
Both the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods vigorously objected to the
ALC Declaration, stating that it contained the old false doctrines which
had prevailed in the Iowa and Ohio Synods.8 This initial opposition was
sol idified by the action of the ALC at their 1938 Sandusky Convention,
when they declared in their acceptance of the Brief Statement that it was
to be understood in the light of their own Declaration. This prompted a
calJ by the Wisconsin Synod that "Not two statements should be issued as
a basis for agreement; a single joint statement, covering the contested
doctrines thetical 1 y and antithetical ly and accepted by both parties to
the controversy,

is imperati ve ; ..• ,,9

7The Declaration allowed for differences in non-fundamental
doctrines.
These included the mass conversion
of Israel, the
resurrection of the martyrs at the return of Christ, allowing for a
future manifestation of the Antichrist in a more comprehensive form, and
the possibiJ ity of referring to a v isib 1e side of the Church, i.e. the
use of the means of grace. Wolf, pp. 394-398.
8This was especial ly focused on the doctrines of objecti ve
justification, conversion, and the inspiration of Scriptures. It was
contended that the statement in the ALC Delcaration, "God purposes to
justify those who have come to faith," allows the false position that
justification does not occur without faith, which was viewed as a denial
of the doctrine of objective justification. In dealing with the doctrine
of conversion the ALC position made a distinction between wi1] ful and
natural resistance. An indi vidual's con version was determined by the
kind of resistance he had. Those with wil lful resistance
were not
converted.
The objection was made that ultimately this made man's
conversion dependent on his kind of resistance. The phrase, "content and
fitting word" used in the Decl aration to descr ibe inspiration, was
agreeable to those having liberal views toward the Scriptures.
9Report of the Twenty-Fifth Convention of the Evangelical Lutheran
Joint Synod of Wisconsin and Other States, 1939. (Milwaukee, WI:
Northwestern pub] ishing House, 1939), p. 60.
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Further

suspicion

was encouraged

when the ALC formulated

the

"Pittsburgh Agreement" together with the United Lutheran Church CULC).10
This was seen as proof that there was no real unity between the Missouri
Synod and the ALC.

The Wisconsin Synod stated at its 1939 convention:

We hold:
a) that the Sandusky resolutions and the Pittsburgh Agreement
have made it evident that there was no real doctrinal basis for
church fe 11 owship between the Honorab 1e Synod of Missour i and the
American Lutherm1 Church;
b) that under existing conditions further negotiations for
establishing church fellowship would involve a deniaJ of the truth
and would cause confusion and disturbance in the Church and ought
therefore to be suspended for the time being;
c) that when the implications of these Sandusky resolutions and
Pi ttsburgh Agr-eement , as mentioned in "A" and "B", have thus been
officially recognized and made known to those within and without our
Synodical Conference, confidence will be restored to a point where
negotiations can be resumed, first to remove these obstacles and then
to establish true doctrinal unity.11
Articl e IV of the Synodical Conference Constitution required any
agreement

between

a constituent

synod and an outside

synod to be

submitted to the whole Conference for ratification prior to a declaration
of fellowship.12

Therefore

the Missouri

Synod submitted

agreement to the other synods of the Synodical Conference.

this 1938
In 1940 the

10The IIp ittsburgh Agreement" was intended to be an expression of
unity between the American Lutheran Church and the United Lutheran
Church. While both officially accepted it in 1940, reservations on both
sides prevented it from ever taking effect.
The article on the
Scriptures described the manner of inspiration with the phrase "content
and fitting word." This was compatibJ e to the 1iberal ULC position which
at its 1938 Ba l timore Convention had official 1y rejected the Hissouri
Synod concept of inerrency.
11Report Wisconsin Synod Convention 1939, p. 61.
1410J f, pp. 196-197.

43
Synodical

Conference

observing
between

that
the

Committee

the presence
ALC and

recommended that

the

the

on Lutheran

of obstacles
Missouri

Conference

the presidents

way for there
that

Synod was a well

known fact,14

which

all

declare

of the four constituent

the Missouri

final

fellowship

action,

that

with the ALC,

synods should try to devise

in fellowship

Synod shoul d consider

discussions,

and,

a

finally,

working toward one document to

would agree.15

parties

The Missouri

Synod refused

to set aside

wi th

the

ALC.

the 1938 agreement,16

discontinue

negotiations

frustration,

which the Wisconsin Synod expressed

in the following

after

of fellowship

shou l d not yet take

to be cooperation

Union,13

to a declaration

the Missouri Synod should not officially
that

Church

This

produced
at

its

or to

a sense

of

1941 Convention

way:

Our complaint that the Union resolutions
tion (1938) compromised the sister synods of
because they placed them before [sic] an
matter of confession without gi v ing them an

of the st. Louis conventhe Synodical Conference
accomplished
fact in a
opportunity
to examine

13The members of this committee were: Rev. E. Reim, Prof. otto J.
R. Hoenecke, Prof. S. C. YJvisaker,
Ph.D., Rev. John Dvorovy, Prof. Theo.
Buenger, D.D., Prof. Theo. Graebner, D.D., Rev. H. E. Meyer, Mr. Martin
Daib. Proceedings of the Thirty-seventh
Convention of the Evangelical
Lutheran Synodical Conference of North America, 1940 (st. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1940), p. 81.
14For further

information

15proceedings,

Synodical

see Appendix B.
Conference

1940, pp. 88-89.

16The 1938 declaration
continued
to have opponents within the
Missouri Synod. The Reports and Memorial s books for the 1941 (pp. 199205), 1944 (pp. 246-256), and 1947 (pp. 393-398) conventions a I 1 incl ude
memorials from within the Missouri Synod caJling
for the 1938 motion
rescinded.
After
1950 the focus of attention
of those within the
Missouri Synod opposed to fellowship
focused on the CornmonConfession.

44
the contemplated new confession beforehand, was not acknowledged as
val id.17
In spite of the failure of the 1938 effort and in spite of being
urged to cease fellowship talks, the Missouri Synod decided in its 1941
convention

to continue negotiations

with the American Lutheran Church.

The Missouri Synod attempted to abide by the 1940 Synodical Conference
resolution, which had requested that one mutually acceptable document be
produced and that the sister synods be involved

in the negotiations.

However, the refusal of the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods to participate
in the discussions

frustrated

any attempt

to comply

fully with the

resolution.
An additional

obstacle

came from the American Lutheran Church,

which indicated at its 1942 Convention
unnecessary.

that additional

documents were

However, because of requests from within its own synod, as

well as the position of the Missouri Synod, the American Lutheran Church
deemed it advisable to yield to these pressures and seek a single unified
statement.18 As a result, it was not until 1944 that subcommittees from
the ALC and Missouri Synod were able to meet for the purpose of framing a
single document of doctrinal agreement.19

The eventual resul t of their

efforts was the Doctrinal Affirmation, which it was hoped all involved
17Report of the Twenty-Sixth Convention of the Evangelical Lutheran
Joint Synod of Wisconsin and Other States, 1941 (Milwaukee,WI:
Northwestern Publishing House, 1941), p. 75.
18"president's Report" Eighth Convention of the American Lutheran
Church, Oct 9-14, 1944, p. 72.
19Reports and Memorials for the Twenty-fourth Delegate Synod
(Thirty-ninth Regular Convention) Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1944
(st. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1944), pp. 243-245.
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would be able to accept officially, and would lead to a declaration of
fel lowship by 1947.20
The appearance

of the Doctrinal

Affirmation prompted a complaint

from John Brenner, the president of the Wisconsin Synod, to the Synodical
Conference

Convention.

In it he stated that the Missouri

Synod had

ignored the 1940 resolution of the Synodical Conference, which called for
cooperation

among the union committees of the sister synods in efforts

involving a recommendation of church union, and had presented the other
synods of the Synodical

Conference

with an accomplished

fact.

The

validity of this objection is questionable, since the Wisconsin Synod had
been invited but refused to participate.
The

Doctrinal

confer-ences,

Affirmation

of 1944 was studied by pastors,

and a joint committee from the Synodical Conference. As a

result of this study, changes were suggested.

At the 1946 Synodical

Conference Convention the floor committee responsible for the discussion
of the Doctrinal

Affirmation

spirit of close cooperation

expressed

its gratitude

because of the

between the synods in this matter.21

As

suggestions were made to the Missouri Synod Committee on Doctrinal U1ity,
these were evaluated and several changes were adopted.

The changes were

then submited to the Fellowship Committee of the American Lutheran Church
for approval.
ter A. Baep I er, A Century of Grace: A History of the
Missouri Synod 1847-1947 (st. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1947),
p. 332.
20v1al

21proceedings of the Thirty-Ninth Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America August 6-9, 1946 (St.Louis,MO:
Concordia Pub I ishing House, 1947), p. 69.
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It was not until August of 1946 that a meeting could be arranged,
and the ALC committee reported that the DoctrinaJ Affirmation itself had
not been favorably
document

received

was too much

when it was studied in their synod.

like the Brief statement.

The

It was rejected,

"because it cancelled the position for which the American Lutheran Church
stood in the Declaration; the DecJaration stood for a certain attitude
g iv en freedom under God and HisWord, •.•. ,,22
The representatives of the Amer ican Lutheran Church informed the
Fellowship

Committee of the Missouri Synod that the Brief Statement and

the DecJaration of the ALC represented two trends of thought, expressing
differences

in doctrine

that do exist, but which did not rule out a

declaration of felJowship.23
\Vhen the American Lutheran Church held its convention in October of
1946 the foJlowing resolution was passed.
"Whereas, The attempt to formul ate a unified doctrinaJ statement,
such as the Doctrinal Affirmation, has not produced a document
generally acceptabJe; and
"Whereas, After years of effort in this direction, we despair of
attaining Lutheran Unity by way of additionaJ doctrinal formuJations
and reformulations; and
"Whereas, The adoption of the Minneapol is Theses, the Washington
Declaration, the Brief Statement and Declaration, the Pittsburgh
Agreement, and the Overture on Unity have demonstrated that the
chief obstacles to Lutheran Unity are not matters of doctrine as much
as differences of background, approach, spirit, and attitude, which
can be resoJved in an atmosphere of candor, mutual understanding and
love; therefore be it
22Reports and Memorials for the Twenty-Fifth Delegate Synod
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod 1947 (St.Louis: ConcordiaPub 1ishing
House, 1947), p. 379.
23Reports and Memorials, 1947, p. 379.
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"Resol ved, That we reaffirm our sincere and earnest desire to
achieve official church fellowship with all Lutheran bodies, and to
that end continue our Committee on Fellowship, charging it to explore
the measure of agreement we have wi th other Lutheran ~odies and to
further such agreement toward the goal of true unity.2
In essence the position of the American Lutheran Church was that no
further documents were needed.

It stood by the position expressed

in

1938 that the Brief statement and the Declaration were sufficient grounds
for establishing fellowship.
In its report to the 1947 Missouri Synod Convention, its Committee
on Doctr Lna l Uni ty gave an assessment of the current si tuation.
were three things standing in the way of fellowship
Lutheran Church.

There

wi th the American

First of a I I, there was a manifest lack of doctrinal

unity. Secondly, there was a basic difference on the degree of doctrinal
unity necessary for a declaration of fellowship.

The third obstacle was

the continuing membership of the American Lutheran Church in the American
Lutheran Conference.

In contrast it was noted that the Missour i Synod

had always insisted on unity in all doctrines which were clearly revealed
in the Scr iptures.25
The resul t was the abandoning of the Doctrinal Affirmation
instrument of fellowship.

as an

None the less, the Missouri Synod resolved in

its 1947 Convention to continue negotiations with the ALC on the basis of
the Brief Statement
willingness

or any other present or future document.26

on the part of the Missouri

Synod to authorize

This

further

24Reports and Memorials, 1947, p. 380.
25Reports and Memorials, 1947, p. 381.
26Carl S. Meyer, ed., Moving Frontiers: Readings in the History of
the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (st. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1964), p. 419.
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fellowship

discussions

with the ALC was in fact part of the problem

within the Synodical Conference.27
It was not until May of 1948 that a meeting was hel d between the
Missouri Synod Committee on Doctrinal Unity and the Fellowship Commission
of the American Lutheran Church.

At the October 1948 Convention of the

American Lutheran Church a sub-committee of their Fellowship Commission
was instructed to work out a single statement of the faith of the Church
with the committee of the Missouri Synod.
was the acceptance

by the Missouri

The resul t of these efforts

Synod Committee and the American

Lutheran Church Commission of the Common Confession on December 6, 1949.
It was intended to be an expression of doctrinal agreement between the
Missouri Synod and the ALC) indicating that past areas of dispute had
been resolved.

The document was to be presented to the respective church

bodies for adoption.28
27This strain in relations is illustrated by the memorial which the
Norwegian Synod submitted to the 1948 Synodical Conference Convention.
After observing that in 1947 the Missouri Synod had set aside the 1938
union documents with the ALC, the Norwegian Synod complained that there
were still some in the Missouri Synod who were acting as if fellowship
had been proclaimed,
and that proper discipline
had not been
administered.
Because protests of this situation had produced no
resul ts, there was a growing lack of confidence in the Missour i Synod,
causing some within the Norwegian Synod to advocate the declaration of an
open breach. The Norwegian Synod therefore called for a cessation of all
discussion with those outside, who had formerly been opponents, and a
concentrated effort made to resoJ ve the problems within the Synodical
Conference. The convention was unwilling to concur with this and instead
recommended that the Norwegian Synod should take this matter up with the
proper authorities of the Missouri Synod, and also referred the matter to
the Committee on Intersynodical Relations. Proceedings of the Fortieth
Convention of the Ev. Luth. Synodical Conference, 1948 (st. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1949), pp. 147-149.
28Reports and Memorials for the Forty-First Regular Convention of
the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1950 (st. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1950), pp. 433-434.
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When the Common Confession appeared in 1949, it immediately became
the focus of controversy

both in the Missouri Synod and the Synodical

Conference. In March 1950 Dr. Theodore Graebner29 published an article in
the American
Wisconsin

Lutheran predicting

a rejection of the agreement by the

Synod and an organized effort to defeat it at the upcoming

Missouri Synod Convention.30
Graebner's prediction proved to be correct. Three lengthy memorials
in opposition
Memorials

to the Common Confession

for the 1950 Missouri

were printed

Synod Convention.31

in the Book of
Those in the

Missouri Synod who were opposed to the Common Confession regarded it as
the cuImination of a ]ong process of degeneration into unionism.32 The
Wisconsin Synod position was expressed by Prof. E. Reim33 in a series of
articles pub Iished in the Northwestern Lutheran and then included in a
little book Where Do We Stand published

in 1950.

He evaluated

the

Common Confession on the basis of three test questions.
29Dr. Theodore Graebner, (1876-1950), was a prominent Missouri
Synod theologian and writer. He was professor at Concordia Seminary, st.
Louis from 1913-1950 and editor of the Lutheran Witness from 1913-1949.
30 Theodore Graebner.
"What Price Patience,"
Lutheran 33 (March 1950):7-9.

The American

31Reports and Memorials Missouri Synod, 1950, pp. 442-450.
32In 1951 opposi tion to the Common Confession] ed P. E. Kretzmann
and 11 others to withdraw from the Missouri Synod and form the Orthodox
Lutheran Conference. Charles Paulson, "P. E. Kretzmann and Fe] ]owship in
the LCIvlS"Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly, 57 (1984):181-182.
33Edmund C. Reim, (1892-1969), was a prominent t.heologian from the
Wisconsin Synod. He was a professor at the Theinsv i] 1e Seminary from
1940-1957, a frequent contributor to the Wisconsin Synod periOdical,
Northwestern Lutheran, and on severa] committees of the Synodical
Conference. He left the Wisconsin Synod in 1957 and was influential in
the organization of the Church of the Lutheran Confessions.
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1) Does this new document measure up to the high standards of the
"Brief statement," or does it indicate a recession from that former
level?
2) Has the new document solved the difficulties concerning existing
doctrinal differences, or has it merely avoided them?
3) Has the issue been faced that is raised by the oft expressed view
of the ALC, namely that the full doctrinal agreement is not necessary
for church fel lowship?34
Reim's conclusion was that the Common Confession failed to meet any
of the three tests.

In asserting

that the past differences

had been

solved, it was stating an untruth, and the document as it stands should
be rejected.
In spite of this opposition, both within and without,

the Missouri

Synod adopted the Common Confession as a statement in harmony wi th the
Scriptures, and assuming its acceptance by the American Lutheran Church,
as a statement of agreement
Common Confession

between those two church bodies.35

was submitted

to the 1950 Synodical

The

Conference

Convention as stipulated by the Synodical Conference Constitution.

The

sister synods were requested to study the document so that they might be
in a position to give their agreement.36
When the Slovak Synod met in August of 1951, several suggestions
were made to improve the wording of the Common Confession.

They then

passed the following resolution accepting the Common Confession.
3~dmund C. Reim, Where Do We Stand? An Out I ine of the Wisconsin
Position (Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 1950), p. 43.
35Meyer, Moving Frontiers, p. 419.
36proceedings Synodical Conference, 1950, pp. 135,136.
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Resolved, That the Slovak Evangelical Lutheran Church express its
agreement with the doctrines set forth in the Common Confession and
grant its consent to the course of action as outlined in the
resol utions of The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod.37
In contrast, after considering the Common Confession, the Norwegian
Synod rejected it at its June 1951 Convention, stating:
Whereas, the matter of the Common Confession has been placed
before our Synod by our sister synod, The Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod, for our consent to the course of action outlined in the
resolutions of the Missouri Synod, be it
Reso 1 v ed, That we cannot gi ve our consent to the Common
Confession as a settlement of doctrinal differences between the
Synodical Conference and the American Lutheran Church, for the
fol lowing reasons:
[Six reasons are then listed and explained: the doctrines of
inspiration of Scriptures, objective justification, conversion,
election, the essence of the Church, last things.]
These are sufficient examples to show that the Common Confession
is not a settlement of the differences.
We therefore
Church-Missouri
Confession and
differences with

earnestly entreat our sister synod, The Lutheran
Synod, to reconsider its adoption of the Common
to reject it as a settl ement of its doctrinal
the American Lutheran Church.

We further entreat The Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod to
discontinue negotiations with the American Lutheran Church except on
the bas.i s of a ful J acceptance of the "Brief Statement." (Titus
3:10).3~
The Wisconsin Synod had prepared a Review of the "Common Confession" under the guidance

of its Standing

Committee on Church Union.

Their conclusion was that the Common Confession was inadequate in the
same areas of doctrine listed by the Norwegian Synod. In the August 1951
convention of the Wisconsin Synod the fo J.l owing reso 1 ution was passed:
37Reports and Memorials for the FortY-Second Regular Convention of
the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1953 (st. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1953). p. 322.
38Reports and Memorials, 1953, pp. 320-321.
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1. Be it Resolved, That we concur in the findings of the
Standing Committee on Church Union as found in the document Rev iew
of the "Common Confession," and herewith make them our own.
2. Be it further Resol v ed , That we inform The Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod that we not only find the Common Confession to be
inadequate in the points noted (cf. Review of the Common Confession),
but that we also hold that the adoption of the Common Confession by
The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod involves an untruth and creates a
basically untruthful situation, since this action has been officially
interpreted as a settlement of past differences which are in fact not
settled.
3. And be it further Resolved, That we ask The Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod to repudiate its stand that the Common Confession is a
settlement of the doctrines treated by the two committees (Mo.-ALC.)
4. And be it further Resolved:
a. That we direct the attention of our sister Synod of Missouri
to the position which the Amer ican Lutheran Church has taken in the
Friendly Invitation of March 4, 1947, with the remark contending for
"an area where there exists an a I lowable and whol esome latitude of
theological opinion on the basis of the teachings of the Word of
God and that we indicate to The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod that
this position of the American Lutheran Church challenges the clarity
and therefore the authority of the Scriptures (PS. 119:105). This
can only cause confusion and disturbance in the church. Therefore
negotiations should be suspended.
b. That we further indicate to the sister Synod of Missouri that
not until the American Lutheran Church recognizes this as the basic
problem which must first be considered and settled, will the obstacle
to the renewal of doctrinal discussions have been removed.39
j"

Insight into the tensions which accompanied
Common Confession
Proceedings
Wisconsin

is provided

of the Synodical

by the following

the dispute over the
account

in the 1952

Conference Convention. The Norwegian and

Synods had submitted

memorials

pertaining

to the Common

Confession, which in due time came before the convention.
The report of the floor committee.
Your Committee on Memorials has given extensive time to individuals
and to groups for the discussion of the Memorials of the Wisconsin
39Reports and Memorial s, 1953, pp. 321-322.
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Synod and of the Norwegian Synod and herewith make the following
report:
Whereas, On the basis of these discussions your Committee on
Memorials is of the opinion that t.he Common Confession in its present
form is inadequate as a settl ement of differences in regard to the
doctrines; and
Whereas, Unity within the Synodical Conference has been disturbed
by this document; and
Whereas, Two of the constituent synods of the Synodical Conference have rejected the Common Confession;
Therefore, we recommend
1. That time be allotted at this convention for a discussion of
the Common Confession and of the propriety of the continued doctrinal
negotiations between the Missouri Synod and the American Lutheran
Church, even if it necessitates an evening session; and

2. That we request the Missouri Synod at its next convention to
give attention once again to the arguments against the Common Confession as a basis for negotiations; and

3. That the Wisconsin Synod and other groups and individuals so
desiring be requested to present their arguments
Synod in the form of memorials.

to the Missouri

After a prolonged debate the convention resol ved to strike the
preamb Le of the Floor Committee's report and to take up the
discussion
of the Committee's
recommendations
individually.
Practically the entire Thursday evening session was devoted to a
discussion of the Common Confession. Finally the motion was made and
seconded "that this convention dec 1ares that it finds the Common
Confession inadequate as a settlement of differences in regard to the
doctrines treated therein and that it therefore in effect yields the
Scriptural and historical
doctrinal position of the Synodical
Conference."
The motion was made and seconded to table this
resolution until the Friday morning session. In this later session
the f'o l lowing substitute r-eso lution was proposed:
Whereas, Not all brethren of the Synodical Conference are persuaded that the Common Confession is adequate as a settlement of the
doctrinal differences between the Missouri Synod and the American
Lutheran Church; and
Whereas, The Committee on Doctrinal Unity of the Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod, as provided for by the Missouri Synod Convention
Proceedings, page 585, has prepared a tentative Part II of the Common
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Confession
to meet the objections
Confession; therefore be it

raised against the Common

Resolved, That the Synodical Conference postpone all further
action with reference to the CormnonConfession until said Part II has
been completed and presented to the constituent synods of the
Synodical Conference and to the American Lutheran Church.
Action by the convention:
The motion to adopt the substi tute
resoluttoniWas adopted by a rising vote of 154 in favor and 62
against. 0
The Missouri Synod attempted to answer the objections to the Cormnon
Confession through the publ ication of an additional document, the Cormnon
Confession Part II. Its purpose was to c 1ar ify the statements in part
one which had been questioned.

Parts I and II were then to be regarded

as one document.

draft was mailed

A tentative

in April of 1952 to

pastors of both the ALC and the Missouri Synod, and the final draft in
April of 1953. In its report to the 1953 Missouri Synod Convention the
Conmi.tt.ee

on Intersynodical and Doctrinal Matters, after detailing the

efforts that had been made, recormnendedacceptance, stating:
It is the committee's conviction
that the entire Common
Confession as now presented to the convention is an adequate
statement of doctrine and practice, which, if also Part II is adopted
by The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod and the American Lutheran
Church, will be a blueprint according to which, with the help of God,
full unity in doctrine can be attain~d and agreement in practice can
be achieved between the two Churches. 1
Although

the convention

agreed by officially

recognizing

organic connection between Parts I and II, the total recommendation
the committee

was not adopted as final action was postponed.

40proceedings of the FortY-Second Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1952 (st. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1953). pp. 159-160.
41Reports and Memorials, 1953, p. 322.
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resol ution stated, "that for purposes of study, Parts

1.and II

of The

Common Confession hereafter be treated as one document, with the understanding that Part 11 has not yet been adopted.42
The debate over the Common Confession

hastened the process of

deterioration already occurring in the Synodical Conference.

Fo I lowing

the 1952 Synodical Conference Convention the Wisconsin Synod had declared
itself to be in statu confessionis.43 The reason for this was because of
the way they perceived their objections to the Common Confession had been
handled.44
A number of statements appeared defending the various positions
that had been taken. Some of the most important were A Fraternal Word,45
42proceedings of the FortY-Second Regular Convention of the
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1953 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing
House, 1953), p. 528.
43That is, they were in an official state of protest because of a
disagreement over doctrine and practice.
44This invol ved an action of the 1952 Synodical Conference
convention. Their comp laint was that the substitute motion "to postpone
all further action until said Part II has been completed and presented to
the constituent synods of the Synodical Conference and to the American
Lutheran Church" did not take cognizance of the Scripture-grounded
objections to continued negotiations with the ALC and to the claim that
the Common Confession was a settlement of the doctrines therein
enumerated. Proceedings of the Forty-Third Covention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1954 (St.Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1955). p. 190.
45 In its 1951 convention the \iisconsin Synod had placed the blame
for the disturbance within the Synodical Conference on the Missouri Synod
becaue of its quest for fellowship with the ALC and adoption of the
Common Confession. In 1953 the Missouri Synod published A Fraternal Word
on the Questions in Controversy between the Wisconsin Synod and the
Missouri Synod for the purpose of making clear its position and giving a
defense to the Wisconsin Synod charge.
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A Fraternal \..Jord
Examined,46 Continuing in His Word,47 and 100 Questions
and Answers
documents

for Lutherans

aptly

defended

of the Synodical Conference,48. While these
their point of view they effected

little

reconciliation.
The 1954 convention of the Synodical Conference was a major effort
to restore harmony between the constituent synods. Synodical Conference
president,

Rev. \'1.
A. Baepler, made clear in his opening address that a

crucial time had been reached, stating:
As we are met here today, our hearts are filled with anxiety and
concern for the future.
It is apparent that we are no longer
speaking the same language, and it is no seqret that the harmony
which once prevail ed among us no longer exists. 9
The 1954 Convention

met in split sessions, the first from August

10-13 and the second from November

16-19.

In an effort to achieve

reconciliation seven major doctrinal essays were presented with the two
sides defending their opposing understandings of the disputed issues.50
46The Wisconsin Synod felt that A Fraternal Word had misrepresented
their position and put them in a bad light. They in turn pub 1ished their
own booklet, A Fraternal Word Examined, in which they tried to set the
record straight.
47A series of tracts entitled Continuing in His Word was published
by the Wisconsin Synod in 1954. These tracts detailed their position on
all the disputed issues, including the Common Confession.
48In 1954 the Missouri Synod opponents to the Common Confession
published 100 Questions and Answers for Lutherans of the Synodical
Conference. This booklet supported the position of the Wisconsin and
Norwegian Synods, and it was intended for distribution throughout the
Synodical Conference.
49 Proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1954, p. 13.
50Three essays focused on the Common Con f'e ss Lon, "The Inadequacy
of the Common Confession as a Settlement of Past Differences" by E. H.
Wend land, presented the posi tion of the Wisconsin Synod, (Proceedings
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Of particul ar interest for this chapter are the three essays deal ing with
the Common Confession.
Regarding the Common Confession and the whole issue of fel lowship
discussions,

the Floor

Committee

on Doctrinal

Matters

proposed

the

following resolution to the convention, which was subsequently adopted.
Whereas because of the pending merger involving the ALC, fellowship negotiations have been broken off between the Missouri Synod and
the ALC and
Whereas the constitution of the Synodical Conference states that
one of its members cannot enter fellowship with another group without
approval by a I 1 and
Whereas not all of the synods of the Synodical Conference had a
part in the negotiations which resulted in the Common Confession,
therefore be it
Resolved that the Common Confession no longer be used as a
document to attempt to establish union, and be it further
Resolved that the four synods agree to joint participation in any
future discussions and to bring this about that each of the four
synods have a standing Unity or Doctrinal Committee to participate in
any such discussions, and be it further resolved that the Synodical
Conference request the presidents of the synods to appoint members to
committees which will consider the various questions that are in need
of settlement, and be it further resol ved that the issues be
thoroughly discussed by the theological facul ties at joint meetings,
Synodical Conference, 1954, pp. 17-38). The Missouri Synod position was
defended by Dr. Theo. F. Nickel, in a paper entitled "A Defense of the
Common Confession in Order to Preserve the Wonderful Gift of the Fellowship of Faith as Found in the Synodical Conference These Many Years,"
(pp. 39-50).
Dean Norman Madson presented an essay "The Norwegian
Synod's Reasons for Rejecting the Common Confession," (pp. 51-56).
In turning to the other issues, essays regarding Scouting and the
Military Chaplaincy, were presented by Edward C. Fredrich of the
Wisconsin
Synod, (pp. 57-78),
and Dr. Martin Scharlemann from the
Missouri Synod, (pp. 79-86). The two final essays covered whatever was
1eft. The essay of Dr. Arnold Grumm from the Missouri Synod was
enti t I ed, "Other Issues Causing Tensions Between Wisconsin and Missouri"
(pp. 87-102).
The Wisconsin position regarding these more genera] topics
was detai 1ed by E. E. Kowal ke in an essay "Unionism, the Communion
Agreement, Negotiating with Lodges, and Joint Prayer." (pp. 102-110).
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by mixed pastoral conferences and other smaller
Synodical Conference Convention sessions.51
At the end of the 1954 convention

the Synodical

groups and at
Conference

was

st i l J intact, a] beit the issues themsel ves had not been r-e so l ved and
tensions were increasing.
By 1956 the pending merger of the American Lutheran Church and the
Evangelical
Convention

Lutheran

Church had changed the picture.52

the Missouri

Synod re-evaluated

At its 1956

the role of the Common

Confession.53 Although it continued to be recognized as in harmony with
both the Scriptures and the Lutheran Confessions, it was set aside as a
functional document.54
51proceedings Synodical Conference, 1954, pp. 193-194.
52This merger was based on a document called A United Testimony on
Faith and Life, with which the Missouri Synod was not in ful 1 agreement.
In effect a whole new group was being formed and negotiations would have
to be started over. Theo, F. Nickel, Synodical Conference Proceedings,
1954, pp. 39-41.
53The Missouri Synod Committee on Doctrinal Unity recommended to
this convention:
Whereas, Because of the probabl e union of the American Lutheran
Church with the Evangelical
Lutheran
Church and the United
Evangel ical Lutheran Church on the basis of the United Testimony of
Faith and Life, The Common Confession will not serve as a functioning
union document for fellowship with the American Lutheran Church; and
Whereas, The Cornmon Confession consti tutes a landmark in the
history of The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod's earnest endeavor to
realize the genuinely Scriptural purpose embodied in Article IV of
the constitution of The Evangelical Lutheran Synodical Conference of
North America, "to strive for true unity in doctrine and practice
among Lutheran church bodies"; therefore
Your Committee recommends that The CornmonConfession (Parts I and
II) henceforth be regarded as a significant historic statement which
may, like other documents of a similar nature, serve our church for
purposes of discussion and instruction, both within our own circl es
and in meetings with others.
Reports and Memorials Fifty-Third Regular Convention, Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod, 1956 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1956), p.
361.
54Meyer, Moving Frontiers, p. 420.
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To comp l ete the story,

in 1959 the Missouri

conduct doctrinal discussions with the American

Synod

Lutheran

decided

Church.

was done without any assurance of a united approach involving
synods of the Synodical

Conference.

Ultimately

fellowship

to
This

the other

was declared

between the Missouri Synod and the American Lutheran Church in 1969, but
by then the Synodical

Conference had ceased to exist.

The Dispute over Fellowship
To facilitate

an analysis

of the controversy

atti tude of the synods of the Synodical
aspects

of the fellowship

understanding

over fellowship,

Confernce toward three specific

issue need to be considered.

of the basic nature of fellowship?

required for a declaration

the

of fellowship?

What is their

What degree of unity is

Is a given doctrinal statement

a true expression of unity?
As will become apparent, there was agreement regarding the first two
aspects.

The basis of our fel lowship

is our common

which unites us with all other believers.
seek

to find an outward

expression

expression

Those who confess Christ will

of their

unity.

To be a true

of uni ty it must be based on a genuine agreement.

agreement is present, it is the proper time to declare
this

faith in Christ,

agreement

is not present,

it is the proper

When this

fellowship.

When

time to terminate

fellowship.
It w i I 1 a] so become apparent
over the issue of fellowship
application
agreement
Lutheran

lay in the third aspect,

of these principles
was announced

between

Church, contradictory

that the heart of the disagreement

to a specific
the Missouri
assessments

the practical

situation.
Synod

Whenever

and the American

were made of the documents
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involved.

What one side considered

defective. This was particularly

adequate,

the other rejected

as

focused on the Common Confession.

This part of the chapter will begin with a comparison and analysis
of the opposing

statements

on fellowship

held by the two sides of the

controversy.54 It will conclude with an examination and evaluation

of the

dispute over the Common Confession.

Wisconsin and Norwegian Position Regarding Fellowship
Throughout
consistently
Lutherans

the controversy,

maintained

that

the Wisconsin

in principle,

was certainl y desirab 1 e.

However,

and Norwegian
fellowship

to be

with

both the official

other

trul y Scriptural,

this fe 11 owship must be based on comp lete and genuine unity.55
involve

Synods

It must

statements of a church body and its actions.

It was not legitimate to allow

fellowship

in some areas of work but not

54Careful statements of the fellowship
position of each of the
synods can be found in the booklet Four Statements on Fellowship.
This
booklet was produced by resolution
of the 1960 Synodical Conference
Convention.
Since it had become c I ear that the question of fellowship
was the eye of the controversy, in 1957 each synod was asked to prepare a
statement of its position.
Due to a lack of time, the 1960 Synodical
Conference
Convention
had been unable to thoroughly
discuss these
statements.
Therefore
it resol ved to print and distribute
these
statements throughout the conference for study.
55In delivering
the doctrinal essay to the 1935 Wisconsin Synod
Convention,
Prof. E. C. Reim aptl y expresses their posi tion. "For it
cannot be denied that Lutheran union, if it could be effected, would
offer many great advantages.
The ending of unethical and undignified
antagonism and competition would alone be a consummation most devoutly to
be wished. Furthermore, one certainly feels a marked degree of kinship
to those who wi th us bear the name and honor the memory of Luther.
One
is deep 1y impressed by many of the fine wri tings which come from other
Lutheran publishing houses, and strongly drawn to individual members out
of these other Lutheran groups as one occasionally meets them. But the
question remains whether such union can be effected without violating the
principles of Christian fel lowship which we profess." Proceedings of the
Twenty-Third Convention of the Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod of
Wisconsin and Other States, 1935 (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing
House). p. 39.
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others, or to enter into fellowship

on the basis of an agreement which

left some differences unresolved.56
Fellowship first of all unites the believer, through faith, given
by

the Holy Spirit, with his Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. This in turn

unites him with al 1 other bel ievers.

This faith inevitably

expresses

itse 1 f in an outward manner, which 1eads Christians to join wi th other
believers into congregations and ultimately into church bodies in order
to express their faith. The Wisconsin Synod stated:
We may classify these joint expressions of faith in various ways
according to the particular real m of acti v ity in which they occur,
e.g., pulpit fellowship, altar fellowship, prayer fellowship,
fellowship in worship, fellowship in church work, in missions, in
Christian education, in Christian charity. Yet insofar as they are
joint expressions of faith, they are all essentially one and the same
thing, and are all properly covered by a common designation, name I y,
church fellowship. Church fel lowship should therefore be treated as
a unit concept, covering every ~int expression, manifestation, and
demonstration of a common faith.
56While the impression is given that insistence on total agreement
was the unanimous position of the Wisconsin Synod, this is not true.
There were some, such as Ralph Gehrke, who saw Church fellowship as
identical with communion fellowship. The criterion for this was agreement
in the Gospel and the Sacraments. To insist on total agreement with a
doctrinal statement or requiring that specific passages be applied to a
given situation is to go beyond the position of the Scriptures. As long
as other church bodies have a proper understanding of the Gospel and the
Sacraments, we are in fellowship with them. Unless there is clear proof
that the Gospel is being subverted or that the Sacraments are incorrectly
understood, or that the Confessions are being denied, then we dare not
break fellowship lest we become schismatic ourselves.
Nor can we be
selective about it. There must be all or nothing.
[Ralph Gehrke
graduated from Thiensville in 1944 and taught at Northwestern from 1948
until 1961, when he joined the facul ty of Concordia Teachers Co Ll ege,
Ri ver Forest.
In 1975 he joined the faculty of Pacific Lutheran
university.] Ralph Gehrke. Church Fellowship Essay Delivered at the first
biennial convention of the Western Wisconsin District Northwestern
College, Watertown - July 15, 1958. pp. 4-22.
57Four Statements on Fellowship Presented by the Constituent Synods
of the Synodical Conference for Study and Discussion (st. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1960). p. 9.
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vfuen is it the proper time to declare publicly that church bodies
are in fe 1 lowship?

A decl aration of f'eI lowship must be based on the

public confession of an individual or group, not the personal faith of
their heart.
Word of God.

In addition this confession must always include the entire
To deny or ignore any part stems from unbe I ief.

practice, of course, the church is p Iagued by many imperfections.
presence

of error does not terminate

exhortations

fellowship

of one another in our weakness.

In
The

but calls forth our

However,

there comes a

point when error can no longer be ascribed to weakness and must terminate
feJlowship.
Persistent adherence to f'aIse doctrine and practice ca I Is for
termination of church fellowship.
a. We cannot continue to recognize and treat anyone as a
Christian brother who in spite of all brotherly
admonition
impenitently clings to a sin. His and our own spiritual welfare
cal Is for termination of church felJowship. (Excommunication)
b. We can no longer recognize and treat as Christian brethren
those who in spi te of patient admoni tion persistentl y adhere to an
error in doctr ine or practice, demand recogni tion for their error,
and make propaganda for it. If the error does not overthrow the
foundation of sav ing faith, the termination of fel Iowship is not to
be construed as an excommunication. Moreover, an excommunication can
apply only to an individual, not to a congregation or larger church
group. The "avoid them" of Rom. 16:17-18 excludes any contact that
would be an acknowledgement and manifestation of church fellowship;
it calls for a cessation of every further joint expression of faith.
c. Those who practice church fe ll0m>hip
errorists are partakers of their evil deeds.5

with persistent

To fail to observe this concern for unity is unionism and is specifically
rejected. The Norwegian Synod in its presentation on fellowship included
the following antithesis regarding unionism:
58Four Statements on Fellowship, pp. 10-11.
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We reject unionism, that is, religious fellowship with those who
are not brethren in fai tho Unionism is practiced not only when an
orthodox church enters into a union wi th a heterodox one, but a lso
when such bodies or their representatives meet in joint worship
(pulpit, altar, prayer fellowship) and/or engage in joint religious
work, as well as when a church body tolerates false doctrine in its
midst. Unionism violates two distinct commands of God:
a. To keep His Word pure and unadul terated.
b. To reject and oppose false doctrine.
The essence of unionism is indifferentism and leads to doctrinal
uncertainty and a denial of the truth. The one who practices
unionism is not only guilty of compromising his faith, which in
itself is reprehensible, he not only violates God's command to uphold
the pure doctrine and to reject the false, but he also "commits
intel 1ectual and moral harakiri.,,59
Unionism by its very nature is an enemy of the truth and must be
resisted at a I I costs.
Those who defend a fal se union assert that whil e practicing
unionistic fellowship one can still cling firmly to the true confession, that unionism is not then synonymous with indifferentism. This
is an illusion, even as experience has sufficiently shown that a
false union opens the doors wide to indifferentism. And how could it
be otherwise? All unionism is based on the assumption that the truth
of Scripture wi I I not be urged in earnest, especial ly not in so far
as it condemns al] errors, even the sma] lest, and warns against them
as poison to the sou It:. For as soon as this would be done, such a
union would collapse."uO
Just as it was wrong to practice fellowship when false doctrine was
present,

it was asserted

f'e I lowship

to be equally

wrong to refuse to practice

in the absence of false doctrine.

separatism and rejected.

This refusal was termed

In stating its position the Wisconsin Synod

specifically quoted from Franz Pieper's Christian Dogmatics III, 427:
We reject separatism, that is, "a division in the church which
God's Word does not enjoin, but which is begun by men for carnal
reasons and therefore is sinful, e.g., a separation because of
59Four Statements on Fel]owship, pp. 6-7.
60Commission on Doctrinal Matters. Fellowship Then and Now
Concerning the Impasse in the Intersynodical Discus~ions on Church
Fel lowship p. 31.
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differences
etc. lIb 1

in church customs,

Throughout
position
Synodical

the controversy,

on fellowship
Conference

church terms, order of worship,
these two synods considered

to have been the consistent

policy

their
of the

from its beginning and of Luther and the early

Church before that.62
The Missouri and Slovak Synods' Position
The most comprehensive
document

of the Missouri

Fellowship.63

presentation
Synod

of their position is in the

contained

in Four Statements

on

It was divided into two major parts. The first part was a

theological presentation on the nature of fellowship.
dealt with the practical

application,

The second part

as it stated and applied

the

principles governing the proper exercise of fellowship.
The Missouri Synod theological basis for fellowship from Part One
is succinctly summarized in the opening paragraph of Part Two, where it
states:
In "The Theology of Ee I lowship," Part One, the basic Bibl ical
teaching concerning the Christian's fellowship with God and his
fellow Christians was set forth. It was shown that the Christian by
faith in Christ has been restored to the fellowship with God which he
had forfeited by sin. It was further shown that, by being restored
to fellowship with God, he is also brought into fellowship with all
those who like him have by faith become children of God. It was
further shown that, in bestowing this fellowship, God claims for it
the whole life of man, and that consequently Christians exercise this
fellowship with one another, not only in joint worship but in every
other way prompted by Christian love; that they seek to extend this
fellowship through the preaching and teaching of the Gospel to those
who do not yet know it; and that they seek to guard this fe 11 owship
61Four Statements on Fellowship, p. 6.
62Fellowship Then and Now, p. 5.
63The Slovak Synod stated their position
Appendix C for their statement.

very briefly.

See
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by (1) r'ema m mg steadfast I y under the power of the Gospe I in Word
and Sacrament; (2) appl ying the correcti ve measures of the Law and
the healing powers of the Gospel to errors in preaching and teaching;
and (3) resolutely confronting, exposing, and6~xcluding all that
threatens to vitiate and destroy the fellowship.
Part two of the statement specificall y addressed the question of
when the church must refuse to practice fellowship.
question,

two basic principles

Before answering the

were stated which must determine

the

ultimate answer. The first principle was the assertion that the passages
which direct a Christian
classes.

to sever

fellowship

are divided

into two

One class deals with specific and well-known situations and the

other is general in scope.

It was then noted that in applying

these

passages to the fellowship concerns of the present day, extreme caution
must be used because we live in a different age with different problems.
statements from the Scriptures should never be automatically applied to a
current

situation.

It must

first be established

that the current

situation is comparable to the original.
The church must therefore ask itself how the passages which
command Christians to separate themselves from and avoid false
teachers and makers of divisions are to be applied to the contemporary si tuation. When the church today is confronted by men who are
like those described in the passages under discussion, then the
passages wi th their imperati ves "to mark and to a void," and their
condemnation of "wolves in sheep's clothing" and men who "serve not
the Lord Jesus Christ but their own belly," must be app lied in their
full force. They must not, however, be applied mechanically to
fellow Christians in a confessional-organizational fellowship other
than one's own. It woul d be incongruous if a Christian who has the
misfortune of being in a body affl icted with some doctrinal error
would now have to be branded a wol f in sheep's clgthing or a belly
servant, when in fact he is a beloved child of God. 5
The Missouri Synod's second principle

identifies separatism and

unionism as twin dangers besetting the church.
64Four Statements on Fellowship, p. 39.
65Four Statements on Fellowship, p. 42

In any consideration of

66
fellowship these must be avoided.

Christ has made the church both pure

and strong. Through the power of the Gospel its goal is to maintain both
as it speaks

ab so J ution

to repentant

sinners.

The problem

with

separatism and unionism is that each tries to achieve either purity or
strength in its own way.
In describing the separatists, whose goal was to maintain a pure
church, the Missouri Synod gave this judgment.
They treat their own confessional-organizational
form as absolute.
By setting up fa] se standards for fellowship (either doctrinal or
moral or both) and by rigorously excluding all who do not conform to
these standards, they conscientiously seek to create a pure church.
The danger and the temptation are that they create a caricature of
the pure church. Their church tends to become so "pure" that it can
no Longer forgive unti1 seventy times seven. This "pure" church has
no room and no help for the weak in its own midst, nor can it
exercise an effective ministry to the weak and erring outside its own
organizational limits, because it shrinks from those contacts which
would give an opportunity for such ministry. The end and aim of its
discipline becomes exclusion rather than that gaining of the brother
which our Lord intended,
Matt. 18:15.
Moreover, such a "pure"
church is in danger of impoverishing itself by refusing to benefit by
the spiritual gifts which the Lord of the whole C~~Ch has bestowed
on men in other confessional-organizational groups.
Their e va J uation of the unionists, who sought the strong church,
was no more favorable.
Since they mistakenly see the divisions in the church as a cause
rather than as a resul t of the church's weakness, they ignore or at
least minimize the genuine differences in confession which gave rise
to the various confessional-organizational forms. By ignoring the
necessity of facing confessional differences in the practice of
fellowship, unionists either overt1y deny some truths of God's Word
or treat them as unimportant.
This is the essential harm of
unionism.
The "strong" church thus called into being tends to become
incapable of an effective ministry of edification because the impulse
and power for edification has been impeded at its source, in the Word
itself. It has weakened its capacity for a clear and effective
witness to the world because it has compromised that witness at the

66Four Statements on Fellowship, p. 43.
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outset. It is incapab 1e of testi fy ing consistentl y against error
because it has compromised with error. Therefore it can no longer
issue a s~rious call to repentance
nor exercise a salutary
discipline.b7
Evaluation
In comparing the positions of the two sides in the dispute, a great
deal of similarity
f'e

is readily apparent.

The basic understanding

lJowsh ip is essential 1y the same. God is clearly the source of aU

fellowship

and through faith our primary fellowship

of
our

is with Christ.

Because of fellowship with Christ the Christian also has fellowship with
all believers.

This fellowship is expressed as Christians join together

with one another in work and worship. Part of our responsibility toward
one another is to guard against error and to deal with any occurrences of
it.

Persistent support of error necessaril y severs this fel 1owship.

The synods of the Synodical Conference all agreed that unionism was not
in keeping with sound orthodox theology, and found an adequate definition
of unionism in the Brief statement.68
As the developments of the dispute illustrated, the great disparity
came as theological
contemporary

statements about fellowship

situation.

were applied

to the

When is there sufficient agreement to declare

67 Four Statements on Fel1owship, p. 43.
68Since God ordained that His Word only, without the admixture of
human doctrine, be taught and believed in the Christian Church •.• a]l
Christians are required by God to discriminate between orthodox and
heterodox church-bodies, • • . and, in case they have strayed into heterodox church-bodies, to 1eave them. • •• We repudiate unionism, that
is, church-fellowship with the adherents of f'a lse doctrine, as disobedience to God's command, as causing di v isions in the Church •.. and as
invol ving the constant danger of losing the Word of God entirely ••••
Richard C. Wol f, Documents of Lutheran Unity in America (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1966). p. 388.
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fellowship?

At what point does error become persistent

so that the

church must refuse to practice fellowship or become guilty of unionism?
When can there be discussions to try to reach fellowship?
preclude a recognition of fellowship,

If differences

is any level of contact between

these churches permissib 1e wi thout succumbing to unionism? 69
spite of essential
became a

ser'

Thus in

agreement regarding the nature of fellowship,

it

ious dispute and a source of significant disharmony wi thin

the Synodical Conference.
The Theological Dispute over the "Common Confession"
Since the Common Confession was supposed to be an expression of
theological

agreement, it needed to be gi ven a thorough analysis.

In

evaluating the document, two concerns were paramount. First of al L, was
ita Scr ipturall y sound, pure, and correct exposition of the Lutheran
faith or did it promulgate

error or a I low for an interpretation

made error

an al lowable al ternative? Secondly, was it adequate

resolution

of the past differences,

which
as a

or were these glossed over and

implied acceptance given to disputed doctrines, leaving each side to
retain its old position?70 While the majority in the Missouri Synod were
69For example: All the synods could agree that congregations from
two synods not in fellowship could jointly own and operate a church
cemetery with each congregation conducting funerals for its members.
However, on a college campus, it was considered improper and unionistic
by the Wisconsin Synod for these same two synods to jointly own and
operate a chapel with each supporting their own chaplain and campus
ministry program. Conference of Presidents, The Evangel ical Lutheran
Joint Synod of Wisconsin and Other States, Continuing in His Word 8, pp.

3-6.
70This question was considered crucial by the Wisconsin and
Norwegian Synods, as well as many within the Missouri Synod, because of
the position of the ALe that there were certain areas of doctrine which
did not require ful 1 agreement before there could be a dec 1 aration of
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satisfied with the document, the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods, as well
as a minority

of the Missouri Synod, found it wanting.

While it was

conceded that it could be understood properly, their general concensus
was that the old differences were glossed over rather than settled.

To

enter fellowship on this basis was unionism.
The Position of the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods
For the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods the basic probl em with the
Common Confession lay in the attitude of the American Lutheran Church
toward the level of agreement necessary for a declaration
ship.71

of fellow-

Hhen it was gi ven careful anal ysis, it was found to be at best

ambiguous and unclear and at worst an encouragement of unionism.72
fellowship.
The Common Confession therefore must be given microscopic
scrutiny to ensure this spirit is not inherent within it. The disputed
doctrines included objective justification, conversion, election, the
inspiration of the Scriptures, the Church, a millennium, the Antichrist
and last times, and fellowship.
71When the American Lutheran Church initiated the negotiations
which eventual 1y led to this document, their basic assumpt.ion was that
there is a certain amount of difference in doctrine which is not only
permissible, but is also good. It was the contention of the Wisconsin
and Norwegian Synods that this attitude never changed. The wording of
the Common Confession was designed to allow divergent expressions on the
same doctrine to both stand. W. O. Pless, "Historical Background of the
Present Issues between the Missouri and Wisconsin Synods" (Paper,
Northern Wisconsin District, Reedsville, Wisconsin, October 5,1953).
p. 3.
72At the 1951 New Ulm convention of the Wisconsin Synod a detailed
evaluation of the Common Confession was made. Six papers were presented,
each focusing on one of the disputed doctrines. The procedure was to
first set forth the clear Scriptural doctrine, then to describe the past
error of the American Lutheran Church in its teaching about that
doctrine, and finally to analyze the Common Confession to test if it
adequately resolved the difference. In this endeavor all the essayists
agreed that the Common Confession did not clearly settle all the differences. Pless, pp. 3-6.
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Major deficiencies were found in basic doctrines.

Regarding the

doctrine of objective justification, their contention was that the ALC,
with its statement

in the 1938 Declaration

(II,A) "God purposes

to

justify those who have come to faith," had perpetuated the old position
of the Ohio Synod, which held that in Christ's reconciliation,

God had

made advances toward us but that justification itself does not take pJace
until God's grace kindles the spark of faith in the heart of the sinner.
The crux of the issue lies in this question, "When does God's justifying
act really take place?

Not until faith has been kindled in the heart?

Or already in Christ's death and resurrection?"

The statement of the

Common Confession should be rejected because it does not resol ve the
issue. While it can be properly understood, it really evades the question
since it does not indicate when the justifying act occurs.73
Another basic doctrine involved was conversion.
question

of why some are saved

and not others,

In answering the
wi thin the ALC a

distinction was made between two types of resistance in men, natural and
willful.

In some individuals

because they willfully
accomplished

God's gracious purpose was frustrated

resisted and did not allow

in themselves.

God's work to be

In effect this makes an individual's

salvation ultimately dependent on himself and negates the teaching of by
grace alone.

This posi t i on was rejected as contrary to the Scriptures

and it was pointed out that it had been conSistently
Synodical Conference.

rejected by the

The Common Confession is woefully inadequate as

it deal s wi th con version because it does not even mention this issue.
73Conference of Presidents, The Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod of
Wisconsin and Other States, Continuing in His Word, Tracts 1-10. (1954) #
3 pp. 3-5, quote p. 5.
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Rather in its

statement

a I ways agreed about.
false

distinction,

reiterates

Because it ignores

it

is thus a denial

what a l J Ln v oI ved have

the issue,

letting

stand this

of Scripture's

central

doctrine

of

by grace alone.74

sal vation

A dispute
tures,

it simply

Ln vo I ving the inspiration

centered

in describing

and inerrancy

around the use of the phrase
the doctrine

the ALCDeclaration,

of inspiration.

"content

of the Scrip-

and fitting

The phrase,

was al so used in the Pittsburgh

word"

which came from
Agreement of 1940

between the ALCand the ULC. At the time of announcing the agreement the
ULCmade it clear
inspiration
it

that

it did not accept

and inerrancy

as expressed

had no problems using this

Scriptures.
clearly

Since this

that

given

of the

theology,

it was

Conference position

on

the inspired

on this

true statement

made among some Lutheran theo-

or perceptions

CommonConfession

can a] so be understood
Therefore

to liberal

the Bibl e as a who] e is God's inerrant

of the

entirety"

but that

the inspiration

of the Synodical

the distinction

might be the statements

phrase

to describe

of

75

In addition,
logians

in the Brief Statement,

phrase was acceptable

inadequate as a statement

inspiration.

parts

phrase

the Missouri Synod doctrine

that

the

Word, but that

of a human author,
Scriptures

Word of God, is inadequate.

are

"In their

to impl y "but not in a Ll the specific

"in

74continuing

in His Word :fI 4, pp. 2-6.

75continuing

in His Word :fI 5, pp. 1-4.

76Continuing

in His Word :fI 5, pp. 4-5.

the
their

entirety"
parts."

count too the CommonConfession must be rejected

of the Lutheran Faith.76

some

as a

72

The doctrine of election, which teaches that a Christian's salvation comes not from himself but totally depends on God, had historically
been an area of disagreement between the Synodical Conference and some of
the synods

which

comprised

the ALC.

Just as in the doctrine

of

conversion, the controversy over election, revolved around the question
asked by human reason, "If God 1 0 v es all, why are some sa v ed and no t
others?"

The ALC again used the doctrine of a two-fold resistance to

God's grace to answer this question.

Since God's grace can only overcome

natural resistance, those with willful resistance are lost.

In choosing

the elect God forsees those who will refrain from willful resistance and
be converted,

and this becomes the reason that some are chosen and not

others. Thus in the last analysis, election lies in the conduct of men.
The problem with the Cornmon Confession statement on election is that it
does not deal with or reject this distinction,

but rather ignores the

real issue, allowing this error to stand.77
A final major dispute

was the doctrine of the Antichrist.

The

roots of this were in earl ier disputes primarily with the Iowa Synod,
which was now part of the ALC.
identification

In essence they had said that the

of the Papacy as the Antichrist by Luther was a correct

historical judgment at that time. But it was asserted that it was still
possible

that at some time in the future there might well be an even

greater unfolding of personal concentration of antichristian power in an
individual,

who will thus become the Antichrist of 2 Thessalonians

2.

The article in the Common Confession indicated that the distinguishing
features of the Antichrist are still discernable
77 Continuing in His vlordIi 6, PP.1-8.

in the Roman papacy.
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The prob 1em was the use of the word "s t i 1 1."

This imp lied

future

manifestation,

there

might come an even more distinct

precisely

the

position

Confession

was found wanting.78

The existence
the cl inching
necessary

of

the

old

of the CommonConfession

argument.

Again

Iowa Synod.

The very fact

that

Part

II

on Missouri's

part

that

the

Common Confession

in the

which was
the

Common

itsel f was to them

the Missouri

to produce such a document was considered

that

Synod found it

an implied admission
is

in and of

itsel

f

inadequate.79
The final

verdict

gi ven the CommonConfession in 1951 was:

That we inform the Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod that we not
only find the CommonConfession to be inadequate
.•.
but that we
also hold that the adoption of the CommonConfession by the Lutheran
Church-Missouri
Synod invol ves an untruth and creates a basically
untruthful
situation
since
this
action
has been officially
interpreted
as a settlement
of past differences
which are in fact not
settled.
That we ask the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod to repudiate its
stand that the CommonConfession is a ~ettlement
of the doctrines
treated by the two committees (Mo.-ALC).

°

Al though the issues
evaluation

never changed.

a document which "threatened

were restudied

again and again,

this

initial

The CommonConfession was viewed throughout
the purity

of our doctrinal

78continuing

in His Word If 9, pp. 4-7.

79Continuing

in His Word If 5, pp. 5-6.

80continuing

in His Word II 2, p. 6.

as

position.,,81

810scar J. Nauman, chairman, Report, of the Standing Committee on
Matters of Church Union to the Nine Districts
of the Joint Synod of
Wisconsin and Other States (1956), p. 6.
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The Slovak and Hissouri
Within the Missouri
opinion

regarding

gave essentially

and Norwegian Synods.82

as an instrument

difference

of

The minori ty, who were ada-

the same reasons as the Wisconsin

However, the majority

the document had successfully

and coul d serve

was a significant

the Comrl1onConfession.

mantly opposed to it,

that

Synod there

Synod Position

resolved

of the Missouri Synod felt
the difficulties

for the estab 1ishment

of the past
of fe llowship

between the ALCand the Missouri Synod.83
Whenthe CommonConfession was adopted in 1950, provision
made for further
was stated,
as

the

"That additional

present

conventions
adoption.,,84

expl anation

in case that
statements,

of our

Synod

and

the

American

way of expression,

consistently

believed

that

it

the majority

It

in the same manner

may be submitted

While they acknowledge that

find a better

shou l d become necessary.
originating

'Common Confession,'

had been

Lutheran

to

future

Church

for

may have been possible
within

the CommonConfession

the Missouri

was adequate.

to

Synod
After

82Not only did the opponents to the CommonConfession pubI ish 100
Questions and Answers for Lutherans of the Synodical Conference, their--opposition was also manifest in the memorra I.s presented to Missouri Synod
conventions calling
for a rejection
of the CommonConfession (see Reports
and Memorials, 1953, pp. 360-364, and 1956, pp. 369-398.)
83See the book of Reports and Memorials for the 1950 Missouri Synod
convention for specific detaiJ s.
The "Committee on Doctr Ina I Unity" in
its report favored the adoption of the Commmon
Confession and one memorial was received advocating its acceptance.
However, three memorials
were a 1so inc 1uded which call ed for the rejection
of the Common
Confession each giving a lengthy critique and detailing
reasons for this.
pp. 433-450.
84Meyer, Moving Frontiers,

pp. 419-420.
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I istening to the criticisms of those opposed, they remained unconv Inced ,

and produced Part II of the Common Confession in an effort to meet these
objections.
The Missouri and Slovak Synods were a lso dissatisfied with the ALC
statement

that complete

unity of doctrine was neither necessary

possible.

However, they had a different approach to the problem.

nor

Rather

than insist that this "basic problem" made negotiations impossible, they
felt this should be one of the issues included in the negotiations.
To this the Missouri Synod answers that this "basic probl em" has
in fact been taken up by its Committee on Doctrinal Unity and the ALC
Corrmissioners in the formul ation of Common Confession, Part II. We
point to Art. viii, B, 2 (7) as evidence that the problem is in
process of being solved in a God-pleasing manner: "Ultimately all
the doctrines of the Holy Scriptures have an organic connection with
the central theme of the Scriptures, which is the Gospel. A denial
of any teaching of the Scriptures involves a mutilation of, and
departure from, the complete Gospel, and it is for this reason that a
ful I and common obedience to the Holy Scriptures is an indispensible
requisite for church fel lowship."
Observation 1: Missouri and Wisconsin differ in this that
a) Wisconsin says: You must suspend negotiations with the ALC
until ALC has first settled the matter of "a I lowable and wholesome
latitude of theological opinion, etc." Wis. Syn. Proceedings, 1951.
pp. 147-148.
b) Missouri says: How can a settlement be brought about when we
refuse to study the Word of God with the ALC in this matter? We are
convinced we must continue to "negotiate" and seek to settle any
difference in this area aJso by ~oint study of God's Word as long as
ALC is ready to study God's Word. 5
In defending

its adoption of the Common Confession

the Missouri

Synod consistently insisted that it was in harmony with the Scriptures
and Lutheran Theology, and that it settled past matters of dispute.

A

portion of the defense of the Common Confession by Dr. Theo. F. Nickel is
85Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod. A Fraternal Word on the
Questions in Controversy between the Wisconsin Synod and the Missouri
Synod. (1953) p. 11.

76
typical

of this

statement

attitude.

on Scriptures

As he writes

regarding

the CommonConfession

he says:

Weare of the conviction that the charges made against the Common
Confession on this point have in no wise proved that the Common
Confession fails
to teach clearly
and unambiguously the verbal and
plenary
inspiration
of the Holy Scriptures.
However, that as a
result
of the many discussions
on this matter and that for the
satisfaction
of many good brethren suppl errwttary statements
might
prove helpful one could hardly dare to deny.
Evaluation
The dispute

wi thin

the

a basic

Synodical

Confession

involved

difference

suspicion

of the ALC, which prevailed

Synods, was not shared by the majority
While the four synods talked
reconci

1 ed.

The Missouri

Conference

in attitude

and Norwegian

their

positions

could not be

Synods did not be 1ieve

Wisconsin Synods found these same arguments

point.

overwhelmingl

y con v incing.

tool

fellowship,

caused it

its

divisive

influence

it was never repudiated

within the Synodical

those who

The Norwegian and

Even when the document was no longer a functional
that

Common

of the Missouri and Slovak Synods.

opposed the CommonConfession had proved their

the fact

the

toward the ALC. The

in the Wisconsin

and listened,

and Slovak

over

for establishing
to continue

Conference.

Conclusions
The efforts
with

the

of the Missouri Synod to establ ish fellowship

American

relationships

within

Lutheran

Church produced

the Synodical

Conference.

a major

strain

relations
on the

This was not because of

86Theo• F. Nicke 1. "A Defense of the CommonConfession in Order to
Preserve the Wonderful Gift of the Fellowship
of Fai th as Found in the
Synodical Conference These Many Years" Proceedings, Synodical Conference
1954, p. 50.
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an essential difference in theology, since there was essential agreement
on the basic understanding of the nature of fellowship.

They could also

agree that for true fellowship there was a need for full unity and that
there must come a time when lack of unity necessitates

separation.

Rather the dispute centered on the proper application of these principles
of fellowship

to the

question of the negotiations

with the American

Lutheran Church.
This becomes especially

apparent in the dispute over the Common

Confession, which was ratified by the ALC and the Missouri Synod as a
resol ution of past differences.

The Missouri Synod was not accused of

directJy denying basic doctrines. Rather the accusation of the Wisconsin
and Norwegian Synods was that this statement was inadequate. Missouri
was guiJ ty of compromise, aJ Jowing error to receive an equal footing with
truth by using words which could be understood correct 1y, but did not
el iminate error.

CHAPTER III

FELLOWSHIP, THE PRACTICAL ISSUES
Introduction
In the dispute over fellowship
most crucial

within the Synodical

Conference the

concern was the on-going efforts between the Missouri Synod

and the ALC to attain a mutual
these attempts

eventual

declaration

Debate over

1y led to a study of the nature of fel lowship.

When studying the position on fellowship
Synodical

Conference,1

agreement

in their understanding

concept of fellowship

of fellowship.

it appears

set forth by each synod of the

that there was essential
of fellowship.2

was applied to practical

However,

doctrinal
when the

situations, a significant

difference

is qui ck ly noticeable.

Very different answers were given to

questions

like: what constitutes

sufflcient

bodies

to declare

agreement
them?

fellowship,

is unnecessary,

The Wisconsin

agreement enabling church

and, if a church

body

is it right to even discuss

and Norwegian

Synods

were

indicates

full

fel lowship

with

concerned

that

the

1WhiJ e many statements were made throughout the controversy,
a
formal official statement of the position of each Synod is contained in
the booklet Four Statements on Fellowship, published in 1960.
2God is the source of all our fellowship.
Through faith that Jesus
is the promised Savior,
each individual Christian is in a relationship
of fellowship with Christ. Through our fellowship with Christ we a I so
have fellowship with all other believers.
This fellowship is expressed
as Christians join together with one another in work and worship. Part
of our responsibil ity toward one another is to guard against error and
deal with any occurrences of it. Persistent support of error necessarily
severs our fellowship and prevents our working and worshiping together.
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agreements produced in the negotiations between the Missouri Synod and
the American Lutheran Church were not based on true uni ty in doctrine.
Rather the the suspicion was that the ALC tendency to al low differences
in what were termed non-fundamental

doctrines had prevailed

and lay

behind the choice of words which had been used in the statements

of

agreement.
In addition to fellowship problems brought on by the negotiations
themselves, there were aJso two additional practical applications of the
issue of fellowship which were a source of troubJe within the Synodical
Conference.
fellowship,

First, assuming
was it possible

that groups had not formally
for them to cooperate

second, when, if ever, was it possibJe
worship?

declared

in any way?

And,

for them to share prayer and

The answers which the synods of the Synodical Conference gave

to these questions were drasticaJly different and caused a deep rift in
their relationships.
The purpose

of this chapter

is to describe

and evaJuate

the

controversy over these two felJowship issues, which will be termed joint
work and joint prayer.

PreciseJy what role did they pJay in the process

which gradually destroyed the SynodicaJ Conference?

As these two topics

are studied it wiJl become apparent that for aJl the heat generated, the
hub of the controversy was primarily a matter of the definition of terms
and how to appJy doctrines to specific instances, rather than a dispute
over the doctrines themseJves.
This chapter is di v ided into two major sections, each discussing
one of the issues.

The plan of each section is first to trace the

historicaJ development of the issue and the efforts aimed at attaining a
resolution.

Then wiJ 1 foJ Jow a presentation

of the posi tions of the

80
parties in the dispute. Finally an evaluation will be given of the issue
itself

as well

disintegration
divided

as an indication
of the SynodicaJ

of its potential

Conference.

role

in the

Because the four synods

into two camps, the positions of the Wisconsin and Norwegian

Synods w i I 1 be joined in one presentation

as w i I 1 the posi tions of the

Missouri and Slovak Synods.
Joint vlork
The terms "joint work" and "co-operation in external s''were regularly used interchangeably

to describe

the same thing.3

Joint work

assumes that there is a distinction between the essential work of the
church,

which

administration

is the proclamation
of the Sacraments,

of Law

and

Gospel

and

the

and what was termed externaJ work.4

It further assumes that in these certain specific external areas, church
bodies not in fellowship

could discover

it was beneficiaJ

to act in

cooperation, rather than each proceeding to undertake every venture on
its own.

This wouJd

increase efficiency

and enable

them to avoid

duplicating efforts in some areas while other goals remained unfulfilled
because of a Jack of resources.
Suggestions for appropriate activities to receive this designation
included such things as hoIding joint conferences or workshops, publ ic
3In this chapter, unless taken from a direct quote, the term joint
work is the preferred term.
4The term external work is not necessarily a good one but was used
for lack of abetter one. Thus for examp 1e car ing for those less fortunate is not of the essence of the Gospe 1 message. However, it cannot
be construed as something optional, since it is the natural outgrowth of
the faith produced by the Gospel.
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relations work, cooperating
worship resources or scholarly

in mission planning,

jointly producing

research, jointly doing welfare work,

jointly owning a facility on a college campus or military base which each
might use in their ministry at that location, or jOintly owning and
operating a cemetery. But were these all really external?
what acti v ities ccu ld proper 1y be termed external?
these types of questions plagued the Synodical

And if not,

Discussions over

Conference because the

synods gave different answers.
Source of the Dispute
Attempts at doing joint work were not new.

In 1923 the Missouri

Synod turned down a request from the Lutheran Intersynodical

Hymnal

Committee to participate in the publication of a new hymnal, and in 1926
tabl ed a memorial calling for cooperation with other Lutheran bodies in
publication of a uniform translation of Luther's catechism.5 Also during
the 1920's home mission conferences were held and the National Lutheran
Council6 suggested that a Lutheran Home Missions Council of North America
5earl S. Meyer, ed. Moving Frontiers Readings in the History of the
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (st. Louis, MO, Concordia Publishing
House, 1964), pp. 414-415.
6The National Lutheran Council was initiated in 1918 by the
Norwegian Synod and the United Lutheran Church. Official membership was
held by all the church bodies which later becllinethe Lutheran Church in
America and the American Lutheran Church. Some of its purposes were to
speak for and represent the Lutheran Church, to coordinate relief
efforts, and the work of mission boards to eliminate duplication of
efforts, and to represent the Lutheran Church in the government
chap I aincy program. He I en M. Knubel, "National Lutheran Council," The
Encyclopedia of the Lutheran Church (1965).
---
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should be established.7

However,

even before it became a matter of

internal dispute, there was a cautious attitude toward joint work within
the Synodical Conference.

For joint work to be proper it was mandatory

to separate it from the essential or spiritual work of the church.

To

fail in this was to be guilty of unionism.
In January of 1935 the Lutheran Home Mission Council met in Chicago
and urged the United Lutheran Church, the Synodical Conference, and the
American Lutheran Conference to cooperate in the establishment of mission
congregations by pub I ishing and publicizing their plans so that others
would avoid the area and this would eliminate duplication.
nature

this suggestion

participating
Northwestern

imp 1 ied a recognition

church bodies.8

An editorial

Lutheran rejected this

By its very

of orthodoxy

among

opinion expressed

in the

idea indicating that because of

differences in doctrine, Synodical Conference laymen are not willing to
accept

the efforts

differences

of these

other

Lutheran

it would hardly be possible

groups.

Gi ven these

to cooperate in this kind of

7The Lutheran Home Missions Council was organized in 1931 to serve
as a forum for the exchange of ideas among home mission leaders and to
coordinate Lutheran efforts wherever possible. Its goal was to serve as
a clearing house for establishing missions among participating churches.
The organization was disso 1 ved in 1942 and its work taken over by the
Commission on American Missions established by the National Lutheran
Council in that same year. H. Conrad Hoyer, "Home Missions in America
(Lutheran)."The Encyclopedia of the Lutheran Church (1965).
8Regarding the efforts of this Counci1 E. Clifford Ne1son states:
"This cooperation transcended ethnic boundaries in home mission work and
implied tacit acceptance of the 'orthodoxy' of other Lutheran bodies, an
understanding which led ultimately to pulpit and altar fellowship among
most of the Lutheran churches." The Lutherans of North America
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), p. 455.
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mission work, since in effect we would be referring our members to these
synods.9 This was considered an unacceptable area of joint work.
The importance attached to maintaining a proper distinction between
what is or is not valid joint work is further illustrated by comments Dr.
Theodore Graebner made to the 1940 Synodical Conference Convention.

In

discussing the 1938 agreement between the ALC and the Missouri Synod, he
1 isted the issue of joint work as one of the remaining

hindrances

to a

declaration of fellowship between the ALC and the Missouri Synod.

This

failure

to maintain a valid distinction

fellowship.

was unionism

and prevented

Dr. Graebner states:

The A.L.C. has re lations toward other Lutheran bodies, some of
which we would call cooperation in externals only, while others we
judge to be cooperation in the r-e ligious field. Until this matter is
clarified, union of worship and work between oursel ves and the A.L.C.
is still in the future.10
Joint Work became an issue within the Synodical

Conference as a

result of several agreements reached between the Missouri Synod and the
National

Lutheran Counci 1 (NLC). This began wi th efforts to deal with

the disruptions which occurred preceding World War II. In the course of
events some Lutheran missions were orphaned
Missouri

Synod and the National

Lutheran

and in January of 1941 the
Council agreed to provide

9August F. Z ich, "Comments," Northwestern
1935):86.

Lutheran, 22 (17 March

10proceedings of the Thirty-Seventh Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1940, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1940), p. 91.
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support for these missions.

This support was to be coordinated by the

American section of the Lutheran Wor 1d Convention.11

Later that same

year it was determined that the Missouri Synod and the NLC would also
attempt to coordinate their work in the military training camps. This in
turn led to an agreement to establish only one service center which would
be used by both the NLC and Missouri Synod chaplains.

Special care was

taken to state that each would do their own spiritual-wel fare work.12 A
third agreement was reached according to which chap lains would commune
those of different synods in an emergency situation.
Wisconsin

and Norwegian

Synods

In contrast the

were not a party to any of these

agreements, bel iev ing them to be a contradiction

of their fellowship

principles.
Historical Development
After World War II tensions over joint work continued to mount,
with additional

issues being included

in the dispute.

Called

into

question was the propriety of participation in a variety of organizations
and activities

such as: the lay organization, Lutheran Men In America,

11The impetus for the Lutheran World Convention came from American
Lutheran groups after World War I. The first meeting was held in
Eisenach in 1923. The feeling of unity experienced resulted in the
decision to establish a permanent organization. Among its purposes were
"harmoniz ing of Lutheran re lief and reconstruction work, the care of
migrating Lutheran groups, provision for emergency cooperation in foreign
missions, unity of utterance and action among Lutherans when grave
reasons require, exchange of visitors, and the col lection and
dissemination of significant church news and statistics." In 1947 it was
transformed into the Lutheran World Federation.
Abdel Ross Wentz.
"Lutheran Wor 1d Convention" The Encyc 1opedia of the Lutheran Church,
1965.
12Moving Frontiers, pp. 413-414.
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Wisconsin,13

the Association

of Lutheran Seminarians, 14 the National

Lutheran Editors' Association,15
zations,16

a variety of Lutheran Wel fare Organi-

the Bad Boll conferences,17 efforts to rebuild the Lutheran

Church in England,18

and involvement

with the Division

of American

Missions of the National Council of Churches.19
13Lutheran Men in America, Wisconsin was incorporated in the Spring
of 1947 as lay organization whose purpose was to encourage cooperation
and fellowship among Lutherans who live and work together. It was open to
any adult male member in good standing of a Lutheran Church in the state
of Wisconsin.
Its headquarters are still in Milwaukee, WI, although
since 1984 its name has been changed to "Lutherans of Wisconsin". The
Wisconsin Synod objected because the meetings regularly involved unionism
because of joint worship and religious topics without regard for a proper
declaration of fellowship. For an evaluation of the organization see the
Proceedings of the 1952 Synodical Conference Convention, pages 151-155.
14The Association of Lutheran Seminarians was founded in 1946.
Students of Concordia Seninary St. Louis, considered such participation
desirable.
15The National Lutheran Editors' Association was founded in 1913.
16Some of these were organized during these years as, for example,
the st. Paul Lutheran Council, organized in 1945. Others were older,
such as the Lutheran Inner Mission Society, which originated in 1928 and
was a wel fare agency in Washington D.C. Meyer, Moving Frontiers, p 415.
17The Missouri Synod conducted a series of seminars, beginning in
1948, for German clergymen. They were held at Bad Boll, Germany, and met
for the purpose of strengthening the confessional ism of the German
churches. The focus of study was the Augsburg Confession. Meyer, Mov ing
Frontiers p. 429.
18The Missouri Synod and the National Lutheran Council had together
attempted to bring rel ief to the large number of exiled Lutherans in
Eng I and. As an outcome of this, doctrinal discussions were conducted,
beginning in 1948 to determine if it would be possible to unify the
Lutherans in England.
19In 1960 the Missouri Synod reported participation in the area of
research and exchange of information with the Division of American
Missions of the National Council of Churches.
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The essential complaint was that even though the necessary unity of
faith was not present to enable a declaration of fellowship, the Missouri
Synod, by its involvement in these kinds of joint activities, which were
proper only within the context of fellowship,

had become guilty of

unionism.
In June of 1945 the Wisconsin
Lutheran,

r-epor

Synod periodical,

Northwestern

t.edon a warning Dr. Ludwig Fuerbringer of the Missouri

Synod had expressed in the May 15, 1945 issue of Der Lutheraner. In this
article

he had noted that there will

Lutherans

be much work to do among the

in Europe after the war, and the Missouri Synod must not

compromise its historic position and get involved with church bodies not
in harmony.

The editor of the Northwestern

Lutheran agreed with this

assessment and hoped this warning woul d be heeded.20 This was only one
of many discussions

on joint work within this periodical.

Another

typical example comes from an article, "Church Iln i on ," A basic fear,
"where wi I 1 this all lead," was often expressed by the Wisconsin Synod,
and is readily apparent in this article. After listing some practices of
the Missouri Synod, which had prompted complaints

from the Wisconsin

Synod, the article states that really there is nothing external in the
church. It then quotes a caution expressed by Pres. John Brenner,21 which
was adopted by the 1945 Wisconsin Synod Convention
correct.

as Scripturally

"Joint endeavors wi I 1 not remove the existing differences, but

20W• J. Schaefer, "A Timely Warning", Northwestern Lutheran, 32 (10
June 1945):122.
21Rev• John Brenner, (1874-1962),
Wisconsin Synod from 1933-1953.

was the president

of the
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it may lead us to forget them and to grow indifferent to the authority of
the Inspired Word.,,22
As a r'esu l t of an official

letter of protest sent by Pres. John

Brenner to the Synodical Conference the issue of joint work came before
the 1944 Synodical

Conference

Convention.

He had asked the Missouri

Synod to cease involvement in a variety of areas of joint work, such as
cooperation with the National Lutheran Council's work among prisoners of
war, attendance

at conferences,

scouting, and a Synodical

Conference

pastor serving as guest lecturer at an ALC District Convention.
convention

resolved

to form a standing committee

The

on Intersynodical

Relations to be charged with resolving these kinds of issues.23
Because many other matters had also been given to the Committee on
Intersynodical Relations, the committee

did not report on the area of

joint work until the 1948 convention.

At that time this committee

indicated that a major part of the problem relating to joint work was a
difference in perspective. While one group might consider a certain kind
of cooperation

as unionistic,

the other regarded

it as appropriate.

Nonetheless the issue was regarded as a serious matter as is iJlustrated
by the convention's adoption of a resolution expressing the caution to be
22Arthur P. Voss, "Church Union," Northwestern
September 1945):184.

Lutheran,

32 (2

23proceedings of the Thirty-Eighth Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1944 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1944), pp. 101-104.
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sure that the matters were really externals lest this become a cover for
joint work in spiritual things.24
By 1950 participation
Association
Synodical

of Synodical

of Lutheran Seminarians
Conference.

Conference Seminaries in the

had become an issue within the

At the convention

which met that year the

Committee on Intersynodical Relations reported they were ready to make a
recommendation regarding such participation. They stated that the matter
had been thoroughl y discussed and that on the whol e the commi ttee took
exception to this practice, considering it inappropriate. However, since
it was the direct concern of only the Missouri Synod, that Synod must
deal with the issue. The floor committee of the convention studying this
report indicated that since the faculty involved indicated they had not
had sufficient

time for a full

discussion

of the issue,

it was

recommended and subsequently adopted by the convention that the faculty
be allowed

this time and that the matter then be taken to the proper

officials in their synod.25
Because there appeared to be no progress toward a solution of the
problem

involving

Seminarians,
Intersynodical

the

participation
issue

in the Association

was again

discussed

of Lutheran

by the Committee on

Relations prior to the 1952 convention.

The committee

24proceedings of the Fortieth Convention of the Ev. Luth. Synodical
Conference of North America, Milwaukee, 1948 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Pub I ishing House, 1949), pp. 146-147.
25proceedings of the Forty-First Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1950. (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
publ ishing House, 1950), p. 134.
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reported their opinion had not changed and they continued to be opposed
to any participation.

They aJ so reported that their inv itation to the

faculty of the st. Louis Seminary to discuss the issue had been rejected
on the grounds that the faculty was still discussing the matter with the
praesidium of the Missouri Synod. In addition the facuJty questioned the
jurisdiction

of the committee,

stating in a letter dated January 17,

1951, "The facuJ ty al so wishes to point out that the Synodical Conference
deals with its constituent synodical bodies and

not with individuaJs,

congregations, institutions, or agencies of these bodies."26
In reporting on Lutheran Men in America, Wisconsin, the Committee
on Intersynodical Relations indicated that its unanimous opinion was that
this organization

was unionistic, and participation

by members of the

Synodical Conference constituted an offense. The prime reason given was
that one of the goals of this organization was to foster fellowship on a
different basis than Scriptural fellowship.
offensi ve when synodical
and invocations,

It was considered especially

leaders participated with addresses, prayers,

which implied a degree of fellowship

that was not

there.27
After

1952 little

time was spent in the Synodical

dealing with specific instances of joint work.
Synodical

Conference

Convention,

Conference

Rather, in the 1956

a joint union committee was formed

consisting of the union committee of each constituent synod.

This joint

26proceedings of the Forty-Second Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1952, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1950), p. 150.
27synodical Conference Proceedings, 1952, pp. 150-155.
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cornmittee was to study a I 1 the issues, and as agreement was reached on
each issue, prepare and distribute a joint statement.28
When this commi ttee reported back to later con vent ions) it indicated that its procedure had been to divide their task into six areas of
theo logy.

WhiJ e they were ab 1e to reach agreement in some areas, the

whole area of fellowship, which included joint work, proved to be beyond
solution.29
Theological Positions
The conflict

over what was called

"joint work" referred

to the

propriety of Lutheran bodies not having direct ties of fellowship joining
together in work that was described as external.
val idi ty or inval idi ty of the distinction

The issue was not the

between joint work in areas

external 1 and spiritual work, which was the proper work of the church and
invol ved

the proclamation

of the Law and Gospel

to sinners

and

administration of the sacraments. It was considered a valid distinction
by all in the Synodical Conference.

Rather the focus of the dispute was

on what was and what was not an area of external work.

The prob 1em was

compounded by a basic difference in defining external work.
The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods
In describing

areas

in which

there could

be joint work, the

Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods indicated these areas were very lmlited.
28proceedings of the Forty-Fourth Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1956, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
publ ishing House, 1956), pp. 144-146.
29 For further information on the efforts of this Joint Committee
see appendix D.
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A Co-operation Without Unity
We are referring to a very specific type of co-operation, namely
the co-operation of Lutherans who are not in doctrinal agreement, and
therefore not in fellowship with each other. But is this wrong,
par t i cu lar Iy when the participating groups earnest Iy assure each
other and everyone else that their co-operation is to be limited to
externals only, and that the spiritual work of the respective
churches or synods is in no way to be involved? Let it be said here
that if such work is really limited to pure externals and actually
does not involve the spiritual work of the Church then we do not call
it wrong. We do not c Iaim that Synodical Conference Lutherans may
have no contact with Lutherans of other bodies, nor do we claim that
there may be no such contact between the several synods. But we do
maintain that this area of externals in which such churches mag
properly co-operate is far more Jimited than is usuaJ ly thought)
The areas of externals
limited

to things

arrangement.

which

in which there could be cooperation
could

be handled

on a purely

Because of the inherent danger, everything

were

business
should be

avoided which involved the impression of joint spiritual work, or couJd
lead to a situation where, under the call of an emergency, spirituaJ work
was carried out without regard for an official declaration of fellowship.
This especially

involved

the joint operation of service centers and

welfare work in which the Missouri Synod cooperated with the National
Lutheran Conference.
While cooperation by combining welfare agencies is a convenient and
practical arrangement, a crucial question remains.

Is it a legitimate

distinction to call this an external thing since all our actions flow out
of the Gospel?

"to we not conduct these charitable activities solely for

the sake of spreading the Gospel in these fields also?,,31 The additional
30Edmund C. Reim, Where Do We Stand? An Outline of the Wisconsin
Position, (Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 1950), p. 29.
31Reim, Where Do We Stand?, p. 30.
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danger was that this cooperation in doing wel fare work would encourage
union without unity.
Missouri

The following

statement of Edgar F. Witte, a

Synod pastor who was the Executi ve Director

of Lutheran

Charities of Chicago, was considered dangerous.
I do believe that in Lutheran charities a formula has been found
through which we can effectively co-operate with other Lutheran
bodies and co-ordinate certain features of the work of our Church in
which we all have an interest. Through contact rather than by
controversy at a distance a contribution undoubtedl y wi 1 1 be made
toward the building of a unified Lutheran Church.32
E. Reim33 in his reaction to this statement concentrates

on the

concern that joint work will lead to unionism.
This "f'ormu la" proposes a way by which the desired goal shal 1 be
reached without going to the unpJeasant length of removing the
existing doctrinal differences, the latter being a method which it
dismisses rather contemptuousl y as "controversy at a distance."
Lutheranism will not be truly unified until these differences are
removed. The more co-operation there is before this basic issue is
faced, the less desire there will be to do this hard, this tiring
part of the work. The foreseeable outcome of such a policy can only
be a Lutheranism which may be outwardly united, but which falls far
short of true inward unity. Inter-synodical co-operation as an
instrument for union has been advocated for quite a time. It is the
declared pol icy of the National Lutheran Council. But iIitbest it
cannot be more than a sorry substitute for the real thing.3
In 1950 the Norwegian Synod appealed to the Missouri Synod convention claiming that things have been passed off as joint work in externals
which are in reality the spiritual work of the church.
With regard to the "co-operation in externals," so-ca.l led, which
is becoming so widespread in our circles through such organizations
as "Lutheran Men in Amer ica," "The Lutheran Edi tors' Association,"
32Edgar F. Witte, "Lutheran
Witness, 68 (8 March 1949):74.

Charities

of Chicago",

Lutheran

33Edmund C. Re irn , (1892-1969), was a professor at the Milwaukee
Synod Seminary located in Thiensv il 1e, Wisconsin and frequent] y
represented the Wisconsin Synod on committees and acted as spokesman.
34Reim, Where Do \:Ie Stand?, p. 31.
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"The Association of Lutheran Seminarians," certain wel fare agencies,
etc.: - We hol d that this consti tutes unionism.
Cf. the Brief
Statement. The organizations referred to do not limit themsel ves to
things properly to be called "externals," but concern themsel ves also
with the spiritual side of the work of the Church.35
The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods

believed the lesson of history

was that cooperation leads inevitably to doing spiritual work together
without regard for first achieving

true unity.

history was in the process of repeating
course of events would inevitably
Wisconsin Synod said,

Their fear was that

itself and that the present

lead to union without unity. The

"First, cooperation with 'safeguards'; then the

call for complete consolidation,

thus bringing the movement

to its

inev itable unionistic cl imax.,,36
They further believed that this extremely cautious approach was the
historic position of the Synodical

Conference, quoting a 1918 warning

about joint mission work given by Dr. Theo. Grabner in The Lutheran
Witness.
There is danger that we get a taste of applause and flattery;
that we become eager for "recogni tion" as a great church-body; that
we compromise our doctrinal stand for the purpose of meeting
emergencies. And the time to become aware of that danger is NOW,
while our official relations to other bodies are still what they
ought to be according to Scripture, and not later, when irreparable
damage may have been done. Rev. Brenner te Ll s us how unionists in
the General Council chloroformed the conscience of the body. When
they entered into working arrangements (in the distinctly religious
sphere) wi th the Reformed churches, they gJ azed the matter over by
reporting that "the object of these conferences is purely that of
counsel concerning the problems of foreign mission-work."
anI y
35Reports and Memorials for the Forty-First Regular Convention of
the Lutheran Church-Hissouri Synod, 1950 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1950), p. 523.
36 Council of Presidents, The Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod of
Wisconsin and Other States, Continuing in His Word, Tract 8 (1954), p. 6.

94

counsel; no fellowship; just consulting with one another. Thus does
the came] push its nose into the tent. Let us keep our eyes open.37
The Wisconsin
changed.

and Norwegian

Synods believed

that Missouri

had

When the Missouri Synod reported in 1960 that it was partici-

pating in the Division of American l1issions of the National Council of
Churches in the area of research and exchange of information, even though
specifical] y stating that this was on] y to the extent that our principl es
permit, the question was asked, "one stil 1 wonders whether this is not
the kind of relationship against which warnings

were voiced in the above

quotation from 1918.,,38
The Missouri and Slovak Synods
Joint work is the term which designates activ ities done jointl y by
Lutheran church bodies who have not attained sufficient unity to declare
fellowship.

The Missouri Synod described joint work or co-operation in

external s in the following way.
This is a phrase used in our circles to designate work done
jointly by Lutheran church bodies or groups from such church bodies
not in church fel I owship with each other. This is work which does
not involve the joint use of the Gospel and the Sacraments and does
not compromise-the
coDfesS1Qn.a] position of our own Synod.--rt
invol ves us in no practice of church fellowship-.-Whether the term
"externals" is the best one to use is debatable, but until a better,
clearer term is offered, we will continue to use it. "Externals"
must never be understood as though the work involved had nothing to
do wi th the fai th and love of the chi] d of God, as though the work
were not a part of the work a child of God does for the King.39
37Commission on Doctrinal Matters, Car] Lawrence Chairman,
Fellowship Then and Now Concerning the Impasse in the Intersynodical
Discussions on Church Fe llowship (1960), p. 23.
38Fellowship Then and Now, p. 24.
39 Ar-no I d Grumm, "other Issues Causing Tensions Between Wisconsin
and Missourill, Proceedings of the Forty-Third Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference, 1954 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia pub I ishing House,
1955),

p. 95.
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In this statement there is a significant

difference

from the way

the concept was understood by the Norwegian and Wisconsin Synods.

Here

joint work is not separate from the Gospel but rather it is the fruit of
the Gospel in the 1ife of the church.
The Missouri Synod was aware that their attitude was different from
that reflected in the Wisconsin Synod in dealing with problems regarding
joint work. The complaint that Lutheran Men in America of Wisconsin were
aJlowed to operate in Missouri Synod congregations was answered with the
observation that it is easy to pass a resolution condemning something and
write it off. The Missouri Synod described its procedure as one by which
they would meet with those involved in order to help them understand and
resolve the situation.
They clearly set forth ScripturaJ principJes and sought to get
the men to conform to them. They explained matters to laymen who had
never received an adequate explanation. They arranged meetings with
men from our Synod who are members of the Board of Directors of the
L.M.A. of Wisconsin and found these men wi 11 ing to co-operate after
they understood the resolution concerning L.M.A. unanimously passed
by the Synodical Conference in 1952. They are working at trying to
bring their organization into line with that resolution. That is the
evangelical way to deal with such matters. That is the way we deal
with members of our congregations.
You cannot call this sort of
dealing with them persistent adherence to unionistic pract Icest So,
hadn't we better in all brotherly fairness drop this charge?40 ,
Admittedly

the necessary

distinctions

were not always made.41

However, the Missouri Synod steadfastly defended itsel f and maintained
40 Grumm, Proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1954, p. 97.

41In making an appeaJ to continue the Synodical Conference, the
Slovak Synod made the foJ lowing statement to the Synodical Conference
Convention, which pointed out their experience with the Missouri Synod's
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that the kinds of joint endeavors in which they were involved were proper
areas of work because joint use of the Gospel and the Sacraments was not
involved.
Evaluation
In the matter of joint work, whil e all were agreed that there were
some things that properly could be described in this way, there was a
basic difference in understanding
"externa1."

regarding the nature of the concept

For the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods something external

meant it had no rel ationship at a.lI to the Gospel. Joint work had to be
something that could be handled strictly in terms of business contracts.
The Missouri and Slovak Synods viewed something as external which did not
invol ve the joint proclamation of the Gospel or use of the Sacraments.
For them joint work could include cooperation in carrying out the fruits
of faith, that is, the good works that flow out of the Gospel.
With such a difference, the inevitable result could only be deepseated disagreement.

It was not simply a matter of a difference

of

judgment regarding a specific instance of joint work, as was the case in
actions regarding joint work. "With concern we noted statements and
articles by Missouri Synod representatives and individuals, and we
watched the actions taken by Missouri Synod representati ves and
individual s, their participation in joint activ ities with other bodies
with whom the Missouri Synod was not in fellowship-activities
which,
though not all can be classified as unionistic, nevertheless were
breaching the Missouri Synod's traditional and Scriptural positions. In
a spirit of brotherly love we cal led the Missouri Synod's attention to
these instances which in our judgment violated the principles held
jointly by us, and appealed to the Missouri Synod that it take the
necessary and proper actions to correct these matters. We have been
assured time and time again that the officials of the Missouri Synod are
dealing with the men and issues invol v ed ," Proceedings of the FortySeventh Convention of the Ev , Luth. Synodical Conferenceof
North
America, 1962, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1963), p, 67.
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the admonitions

the Slovak Synod addressed to Missouri.

Rather the

groups were in essence playing by different rules which were sure to
result

in conflict

and make

the issue of joint work virtually

unresolvable.
The Distinction between Joint Prayer and Prayer Fellowship
Fellowship

between church bodies meant that they could worship

together and share in the work of proclaiming
istering the sacraments.

the Gospel and admin-

Was it proper for Christians representing

different church bodies, not enjoying fellowship with one another, to
share in worship or prayer?

In 1944 at its Saginaw Convention,

the

Missouri Synod answered, "yes under certain circumstances," making a
distinction between joint prayer and prayer fellowship.42
the Missouri

Synod authorized

In essence,

joint prayer at meetings with other

Lutheran groups with whom there was no pulpit and altar fellowship, when
the purpose of the meeting was to try to deal with the issues of
separation and reach a God-pleasing unity.43

It was declared that in

these instances it was proper to pray together, asking that God would
bless their efforts.
42prayer fellowship itself remained an expression of full doctrinal
unity. However, joint prayer, between those with whom there was no
declaration of fellowship, was considered appropriate in certain specific
situations. Name I y, when there was a joint meeting between the synods,
called for the purpose of trying to reach doctrinal agreement, it was
acceptable to open with prayer.
43For further information see Robert M. Hess, "Prayer Fellowship in
the First Hal f of Synod's History," S.T .M. Thesis, Concordia Seminary,
st. Louis, 1985. On page 83 Hess states that prior to 1879, "Missouri
could pray with, commune with, and fe llowship in many ways with
disagreeing Lutherans who were struggling and wrestl ing with doctrinal
differences." See a I so John C. Whol rabe Jr., "The Missouri Synod Unity
Attempts during thi Pfotenhauer Presidency 1911-1935," S.T.M. Thesis,
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As a resul t of this decision joint prayer became an issue wi thin
the Synodical Conference. The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods, as well as
many within the Missouri

Synod,44 rejected

this distinction.

They

be 1 ieved that such joint prayer was an act of imp lied uni ty. However,
because there was in reality

no agreement based on true unity, it was a

sham and constituted unionism.
Historical Background and Synodical Conference Efforts
to Resolve the Issue
In its 1941 convention the Missouri Synod had indicated that altar,
pulpit, and prayer fellowship had not been established with the ALC and
stated that members of the Missouri Synod should refrain from activities
which implied fellowship.
convention

At the same time it was explained

that this did not apply to doctrinal

discussions

to the
held at

Concordia Seminary, st. Louis, 1982. It is Wohlrabe's contention that
the Missouri Synod's refusal to pray at gatherings of Lutheran Church
bodies assembled for the purpose of doctrinal discussions regarding
differences was an outcome of the predestinarian controversy. (page 27,
note 16).
440vertures were submitted both to the 1947 and 1950 Missouri Synod
Conventions calling for a rejection of this distinction, mentioning
specifically Romans 16:17 by way of substantiation. [See Reports and
Memorials, 1947 Missouri Synod Convention pp. 392, 398; and Reports and
Memorials, 1950 Missouri Synod Convention pp. 509-512.J

99
conferences.45

intersynodical

Some felt that this was a cause of

confusion and requested clarification at the 1944 convention.46
In making this clarification, the Missouri Synod made a distinction
between

prayer

fellowship

and joint prayer.47

The Norwegian

and

Wisconsin Synods regarded this distinction as a basic shift, and requested the Missouri Synod to return to its former position. The change
was seen as a weakening of the Missouri Synod stand against unionism,
which

would

ultimately

cause

it to lose

its true conservative

character.48
45A significant controversy regarding prayer fellowship with
Chr istians of other denominations had p Iagued the Missouri Synod
beginning in 1931. On March 10, 1932 Dr. Adolf Brux, who was a Missouri
Synod missionary in India, had defended his position on prayer fellowship
with a presentation to the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod Board for
Foreign Missions.
In his essay he espoused a position similar to
Walther's practice prior to the predestinarian controversy, but which was
contrary to the practice then current in the Missouri Synod. Brux was
subsequently suspended from office by the Board for Foreign Missions and
he appealed his case directly to Synod. The matter was supposedly
resolved by the 1935 Missouri Synod Convention. However, since the
statement adopted by the convention indicated that in certain instances
prayer with other Christians could be proper, but offered no guidelines
to help decide what was a proper situation, the issue of prayer with
other Christians remained a potential probl em. For a brief description
of the controversy and some of the pertinent statements see Appendix E.
46Reports and Memorials for the Thirty-Ninth Regular Convention
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1944 (Concordia PubIishing House, st.
Louis, MO, 1944), pp. 260-261.
47proceedings Thirty-Ninth Regular Convention Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod, 1944 (st. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1944), pp.
251-252.
48George O. Lillegard.
(27 September 1945):273-275.

"The Great Divide," Lutheran Sentinel 28
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The distinction between joint prayer and prayer fellowship

soon

turned into a very comp 1ex prob 1 em. The 1946 report of the Synodical
Conference

Committee on Intersynodical

inability to resolve

Relations,

in admitting

its

the dispute, indicated there were two distinct

levels in the dispute. Not only was the distinction between joint prayer
and prayer fellowship

itself an issue,49

but also, even if this dis-

tinction was acknowledged as legitimate, the committee noted there were
instances which went beyond this.
The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synod members of the committee issued a
minority

report which raised doubts about the vigor with which the

Missouri Synod was attempting to correct those who were abusing this
distinction and actually practicing prayer fe llowship.
report

itself

indicated

that Missouri

The commi ttee

Synod officials

had given

assurance they were dealing with the problem of individuals who were in
effect practicing prayer fellowship.

However, in their minority report

the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synod members observed that these aberrations
seemed to be on the increase.50
Al

though

efforts

continued

to be made wi thin the Synodical

Conference to resolve the dispute, little was accomplished.

In 1950 the

Synodical Conference Committee on Intersynodical Relations reported that
in their discussions

of church fellowship

the Missouri Synod made a

490ne of the complaints of the Wisconsin Synod was that the
Missouri Synod should have first consulted its sister synods before
adopting such a position.
50proceedings of the Thirty-Ninth Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1946 (st. Louis: Concordia
Pub I ishing House, 1947). p. 58.
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distinction

between

joint

prayer

and prayer

fellowship

Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods do not recognize
1954 the Synodical
compelled

and that

distinction.51

this

Conference Conmittee on Intersynodical

to report

that

in the matter

of the distinction

But the Missouri
resolution

to regard the distinction

Synod reported

finding

was adopted requesting

members to committees which will

By

Relations
regarding

prayer and prayer f'e l J owship they had reached a stal emate.
and Wisconsin Synods continued

the

was
joint

The Norwegian

as unscriptural.

no probl em with the practice.

the presidents
consider

A

of the synods to appoint

the various

questions

needing

to be settl ed.52
Since no progress
formed by resol ution
dispute

had been made, when the joint
of the 1956 Synodical

over the distinction

between prayer

was one of the

items

reported

1960 Synodical

to the

they had been unable
fe 11 owship.
dispute

over

to it.53

referred

union cor~littee

Conference

Convention,

fellowship

and joint

This

joint

union

a concensus

One of the key reasons

regarding

for this

committee

between

the question

1ack of concensus

the

distinction

prayer

fel lowship

51proceedings

Synodical

Conference,

1950, pp, 128-129.

52Proceedings

Synodical

Conference,

1951[, pp. 189-191.

the

prayer

Conference Convention and indicated

to reach

was

that
of

was the

and joint

prayer.54

53For further
see Appendix D.

information

on the efforts

of this

joint

committee

54proceedings of the Forty-Sixth Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1960, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1960), p. 35.
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Theological Positions
Simply stated the issue was: is it proper to distinguish between
prayer fe 1 lowship, which imp lied uni ty of doctrine, and joint prayer,
which permitted prayer in certain instances with those with whom this
unity was ]acki.ng? At its 1944 convention the Missouri Synod had said
"yes" under certain circumstances.

Joint prayer was appropriate

in

meetings wi t h other Lutheran groups wi th whom there was no puJ pit and
aJ tar feJ lowship, when the purpose of the meeting was to try to deal with
the issues of separation and reach a God-pleasing
Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods recognized

unity.

that fellowship

various areas, they understood fel ]owship as a unit concept.

While the
involved
That is,

there is really only one fellowship, based on fuJ J agreement, and you
either have it or you do not. When this unit concept was applied to the
Missouri Synod differentiation between joint prayer and prayer feJ lowship, the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods found this distinction

to be

untenable.
The Wisconsin and Norwegian Position
Prayer, which is our reply of faith, is a direct result of the
faith God in his grace has created

in our hearts. Since prayer is

intimately connected with faith and is in fact a vital exercise of our
faith, there

Cffil

not be the practice of prayer feJJowship where there is

no pr ior uni ty of faith.

"Before we can agree in prayer, we must agree

in the faith which turns our hearts to prayer.,,55
55CounciI of Presidents, .The Evangel ical Lutheran Joint Synod of
Wisconsin and Other States, Continuing in His Word, Tract 10, (1954),
p.

2.
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Since, as humans, we cannot see into the heart of another person
and analyze their faith, the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods stated that
our decision on prayer fellowship with other Christians must be based on
the pub 1 ic confession and practice of the church to which they be long.
If this conforms to ours then we are united in faith and can express this
by joint worship and prayer.

If the doctrine and practice of that other

church do not conform to ours, then they are not in harmony wi th God's
Word 1 and the prerequisite unity of faith is absent so that there can be
no fellowship of either worship or prayer.56

Thus to join in prayer in

any circumstances other than on the basis of unity of faith implies that
differences
unionism.

in doctrine and practice do not matter, and this is in fact
There is thus no place

for a distinction

between prayer

felJowship and joint prayer.57
While the Wisconsin
Synod distinction

and Norwegian Synods rejected the Missouri

between prayer

fellowship

and joint prayer as an

innovation, they were aware that certain practices of the founders of the
Synodical

Conference varied from their position. They were al so aware

that the Missour i Synod used these practices to support the distinction
they had made.

Three incidents were espec ial1 y prominent in the debate

56continuing

in His Word, Tract 10, pp. 2-3.

57The Wisconsin Synod was not totaJly consistent in this, allowing
exceptions in certain cases. When there was not a persistent instance on
supporting error, joint private prayer could be proper. An exampJe might
be a devout grandmother, belonging to an ALC church, who had simple faith
and was unaware of the implications of the differences between the
synOds. It would be possible to pray with her in the privacy of her
home. But if it were a cousin who knew the differences and defended the
position of the ALC, it was unionism even to pray with him over a mea] in
the privacy of his home. Continuing in His Word, Tract 10, p. 7.

104

over this issue. These were the Free Conferences called by Walthert
1866 dialogue

with the clergy

from the Buffalo

the

Synod, and the 1867

Missouri-Iowa Co I loquy, all of which included joint worship and prayer.
The assertion of the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods was that all three of
these were special unique incidents and that the circumstances
basically

different

from the contemporary

were

scene. Therefore this joint

worship of the past did not justify the present practice of the Missouri
Synod or the distinction that had been made.58
In their evaJ uation of the circumstances behind the Free Conferences the Wisconsin Synod made two points.
the Free Conferences

First, when Wal ther cal led

which met from 1856-1859, the participants

came

strictl y as indi vidual s rather than as representati ves of a specific
church body.

In addition, the invitation was directed toward those who

accepted the Unaltered Augsburg Confession, and therefore it was assumed
that there was a unity of faith.59 In contrast the present situation was
different.

The discussions were taking place between representatives of

specific synods, and since these synods had historic differences in the
understanding of certain doctrines, no unity of faith could therefore be
assumed.
The Wisconsin and Norwegian synods also asserted there was a basic
difference in attitude toward doctrinal agreement in the current negotiations than had been the case in the the discussions between the Missouri
and Buffalo Synods in 1866 and Missouri and Iowa Synods in 1867. Because
58FeJlowship Then and Now, pp. 7-9.
59FeJJowship Then and Now, pp.

7-9.
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of this it was invalid
practice.

to use them as justification

The meeting of the Missouri

and Buffalo

for the present
Synods occurred

shortl y after Graubau had been ousted from his posi tion of leadership.
The pastors of the Buffalo Synod were described as harboring doubts
regarding Graubau's doctrine.

Joint prayer was thus appropriate because

they were not persistent errorists, contending for their position, but
hopefully

could be straightened

Norwegian

synods regarded

out.

In contrast the Wisconsin and

the ALC as confirmed

in their error and

contending for their position. The meeting between the Missouri and Iowa
Synods occurred shortly after the Iowa Synod had rejected membership in
the General Council because of its unc lear position regarding the Four
Points, (lodges, pul pit fellowship, al tar fel lowship, and chil iasm).60
This, the Wisconsin Synod claimed, demonstrated their earnest acceptance
of the Unal tered Augsburg Confession.
the Unaltered

Augsburg

Confession

In contrast the ALC commitment to
is questionable

because of their

practice regarding some of the above mentioned four points.61
60 In 1866 the Pennsy 1 vannia Minister rum, after having withdrawn
from the General Synod in protest of the General Synod's 1ax doctrinal
position and incl ination to central ize power, issued a call to alJ congregations and ministers who accepted the Unaltered Augsburg Confession.
The purpose was to form a new, more conservative organization. While the
Missouri and Norwegian Synods were represented at the first meeting, they
did not participate in the first convention. The Iowa Synod assumed a
limited membership. The four points, (chil iasm, mixed communion, exchange of pulpits with sectarians, and secret or unchurchly societ~es),
were first raised by the Ohio Synod. When the General Council's answer
was not satisfactory, they refrained from participation. The Iowa Synod
had raised three of the four points (excluding chiliasm), and withdrew
when they did not receive a satisfactory answer. In 1869 the Wisconsin
Synod also withdrew from the General Council over the four points.
61Fellowship Then and Now, pp. 9-10.
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Thus the position of the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods was that in
these earlier events there was a real desire for unity and quest for the
true doctrine on the part of the participants in the Free Conferences and
the Iowa and Buffalo Synods. However, they did not believe this was true
in the current discussions between the ALC and the Missouri Synod. There
was not agreement

in purpose.

about reaching agreement
Scriptures
precluded

Both sides were not

equally

concerned

of mind and heart. The ALC belief that the

a I lowed a whol esome difference
that possibility.62

of opinion

in doctrine

Since in their prayer each prayed to

achieve a different degree of unity, the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods
asked how they could pray together.

Therefore, because there was no

agreement of purpose, the situations were not similar and those practices
of the past could not be used to justify the present distinction.
In addition to these objections they also believed that in practice
this distinction would be easily misunderstood. The fact was that, after
years of disagreement and refusal to practice fellowship, they are now
praying together.

This gives the false impression that a unity of faith

has been achieved, when in fact it has not. Therefore joint prayer must
also be ruled unacceptable

because of the false impression

that is

given.63
62In 1938 the ALC, as it accepted the Brief Statement and the
Sandusky Declaration as a basis for f'e l lowship with the Missouri Synod,
official 1 y stated, "we are firmly conv inced that it is neither necessary
nor possible to agree in all non-fundamental doctrines." Richard C.
Wol f, Documents of Lutheran Unity (Philadel phia: Fortress Press, 1966),
p. 401.
63continuing in His Word, Tract 10, p. 6.
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In essence
was that,

since

fellowship
process

then,

the position

Missouri

based on full

Synod and ALCpastors
agreement,

gi ve a f'a l se impression

condemned as unionistic
distinction

point

there

of the Synodical

circumstances,
between

of fe Llowsh i p , these

without
and in the

prayers

judged invalid.

is a contradiction

must be

In fact

acceptab Ie this
whether there

bodies

in the position

On the basis

the

not

in

discussion,

fellowship

could

and also

pub I ic prayer

be proper.

To be

"Wemust determine

agreement of purpose among those who join

in such

whether a] I other unionism is r-ul ed out in their

Yet at the same time they state

the distinction

of the

that given proper

joint

prayer must meet two qual ifications.
is true

taken by the

of the past practice

Conference they acknowledge,

at a time of doctrinal

church

prayer.,,65

without unity of purpose,

and the distinction

Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods.
founders

pray together

was pronounced "absurd.,,64

At this

prayer,

of the \'/isconsin and Norwegian Synods

between joint

that

prayer and prayer

they refuse

joint

to recognize

feJ Jowship as vaJ id.

The Missouri and Slovak Synods' Position
The position
reaffirmed

of the Missouri Synod taken in its

in 1947.

1953 convention,

It was further

refined

with only seven negative

1944 convention

by the Missouri
votes being cast.

was

Synod in its
It was there

stated:
64standing Committee on Matters of Church Union, Osacar J. Naumann
Chairman, A Fraternal
Word Examined, n.d., p. 15.
65Continuing

in His Word, Tract

10, p. 5.
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Whereas, Such prayer at intersynodical meetings does not pretend
that doctrinal unity exists where it does not exist, nor intimate
that doctrinal differences are unimportant, but rather implores God,
from whom true uni ty in the spir it must come, for His b lessing, in
order that unity may be achieved in those things where it is lacking;
be it therefore
Resolved, That Synod declare that it does not consider Joint
Prayer at intersynodical meetings unionistic and sinful, "prov idgg
such prayer does not imply denial of truth or support of error."
The rationale

for this position is stated in the Missouri Synod

presentation contained in Four Statements on Fellowship.
the assertion

that

in determining

when

It begins with

to acknow 1edge

or refuse

fellowship, the passages of the New Testament could not be mechanically
applied to the current day.
The apostolic indicatives and imperatives concerning the church cannot be automatically transferred to the present-day confessionalorganizational groupings.
Rather, their intent must be faithfully
understood and bgought to bear on the al tered and comp 1ex contemporary situation. 7
The Missouri Synod asserted that the practice of fellowship pictured
in the New Testament is too complex for any attempt to establish ironclad
canons governing all joint prayer inVOlving Christians who are members of
confessional -organizational groups not in feJ lowship.68 In addition, the
66proceedings Forty-Second Convention Lutheran Church Missouri
Synod, 1953, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub Iishing House, 1950), p, 552.
67Four Statements on Fellowship Presented by the Constituent Synods
of the Synodical Conference for Study and Discussion (St. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1960), p. 41.
68This was based in part on a change in the app I ication of Romans
16:17-20. In the early years of the Missouri Synod this passage was
applied to false teachers, i.e. schismatics, sects, and various heretics,
but not fellow Lutherans. After the predestinarian controversy, it was
aIso appl ied to f'e l low Lutherans. This interpretation in the Missouri
Synod section of Four Statements on Fel lowship, which Dr. Adolf Brux had
advocated in 1931 and which became an official statement of the Missouri
Synod in 1967, was essentiaJ ly a return to the practice of the earJy
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attempt to make an expression of joint prayer contingent on full

al

tar

and pulpit fellowship was judged to be an oversimplification.69
The following statement was to serve as the guide in the practice
of joint prayer:
A decision as to the propriety or impropriety of joint prayer in
a given situation cannot be reached by the application of a flat
universal rule. The criterion of walking uprightly according to the
truth of the Gospe 1 must be app lied in each case; hence each case
must be eval uated as it arises. This evaluation must consider the
situation in which such prayer is offered, the character of the
prayer itsel f, its ?%urpose, and its probab Ie effect on those who
unite in the prayer.
Therefore to determine if joint prayer was approprate in any given
instance, the situation must be evaluated on the basis of the four considerations listed above. The situation had to be one in which Christian
prayer was appropriate, and those involved must all be able to pray in
the name of Jesus.
confession

By character was meant that the prayer must be a

of and witness to Christ.

The purpose of the prayer must

never be to cover over any difference but must be to build up the body of
Christ. The effect of the prayer calls for the most careful eval uation.
It cannot give the impression of full confessional

agreement if none

exists nor can it gi ve the impression that differences of doctrine are
insignificant.

It must also be certain that any refusal

to join in

prayer does not give an impression of a harsh rebuff or a questioning of
years of the Missouri Synod, when Romans 16:17-20 was not applied to
fell ow Lutherans. Roger P. Frobe, "An Exegetical Study of Romans 16:1720 in Light of Its Use in the Missouri Synod during the Last Thirty Years
for the Question of Fe I lowship", S.T.M. Thesis, Concordia Seminary, st.
Louis, 1970, pp. 2-12.
69Four statements on Fellowship, pp.44-45.
70Four statements on Fellowship, p. 45.
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the faith of the other party.

It cannot be a praying against one another

as if each party in a dispute prays for the other's conversion

to his

position.71
An ear I ier refusal of the Slovak Synod to pray with other Slovaks
at a meeting attempting to establish union appeared to be a contradiction
to this posi tion.72

But it was pointed out that their reason gi ven at

the time for refusing to pray was the presence of scoffers, social ists,
and those who had no desire for achieving true unity.73 Thus it was the
make-up of the group and the situation which prompted their refusal to
join in prayer rather than a belief that prayer without full fellowship
was itself wrong.
The Missouri Synod was consciously aware of the arguments of their
opponents

and in defending

itself pointed out what were considered

71Four Statements on Fel lowship, pp. 45-46.
72 In the years following 1912 there was a strong movement
advocating union among Slovak Lutherans. To accomp lish this a congress
of Slovak Lutherans was caJJed to meet in July of 1919. In preliminary
meetings it became apparent that there were significant doctrinal
differences between the pastors who were part of the SELC and those whose
roots were in the United Lutheran Church. This latter group, who had
indicated that they could neither find fault with the doctrinal statement
of the SELC nor subscribe to it, ca I led for union on the basis of the
common Lutheran name and common nationality, which was refused by the men
of the SELC. When the July meeting was held, it was not opened with
prayer. When a prayer was requested by one of the ULC pastors, the SELC
pastors objected because of the differences of doctrine among those
present. When this proposed union failed, the SELC defended itself
against the accusation that their stubborn attitude was the cause, by
pointing out that not only were half of those in attendance scoffers at
God's Word, but the fact that the ULC pastors cou Id not refute the SELC
platform but would not accept it either indicated that they were not
serious about desiring true doctrinal unity.
73George Dolak. A History of the Slovak Evangelical Lutheran
Church in the United States of America, 1902-1927 (st. Louis: Concordia
Pub Iishing House, 1955). p. 99.
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weaknesses

in the other posi tion.

The Wisconsin Synod was accused of

being inconsistent, allowing private joint prayer apart from full fellowship in certain situations, while not allowing the Missouri Synod to make
this same distinction between joint prayer and prayer fellowship.

In the

fol lowing argument the Missouri Synod sees joint prayer at discussions
for unity as the logical cone Iusion to the Wisconsin position.
Joint prayer at intersynodical conferences may wel J be placed
into this category. We list some of the reasons for this claim:
1. Joint prayer at intersynodical conferences as we know them is
not a part of the practice of church fellowship, of unrestricted
pulpit, altar, or prayer fellowship. It is not in all ways like the
private prayer the Wisconsin Synod Tract 10 alludes to with the
Christian grandmother, a member of A.L.C. but ignorant of differences
in doctrine, though that prayer, too, is not considered a part of the
practice of church fellowship. It is more like the prayer that Tract
10 Ieads up to but does not face. We read, p 7: "If, however, my
cousin is not on Iy aware of the synodical di fferences, but defends
his church's errors, I cannot pray with him, not even in the privacy
of his home." That is correct. But what if that cousin, aware of
the differences in doctrine, asks you to help him by joint study of
the Word of God to arrive at the clarity and conviction given only by
God's Spirit, because he does not want to uphold error, would you
join him in prayer for God's he Ip upon his urgent request? If not,
on the basis of God's Word, why not? If so, would you call that
practicing church fellowship?
So also intersynodical conferences, as we have had them, are free
conferences, where people who trust solely
in the merits of Jesus
Christ and want to be guided by His Word alone come together for
joint study of God's Word, that by the means of this study the Ho I y
Ghost may I ead them into al I truth and help them remove the
differences that as a man-made barrier separate them from the
practice of unrestricted church fellowship.
By what stretch of
imagination can such prayer for the Spirit's help to achieve these
ends (removal of error so we can have leal church fellowship) be
call ed a practice of church fellowship? 7
74 Grumm, Proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1954, p. 92.
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Evaluation
In the matter of the practice of Joint prayer without full fellowship there appears to be a basic difference.

The Wisconsin and Norwegian

Synods rejected the distinction between joint prayer and prayer fellowship made by the Missouri and Slovak Synods.

The Wisconsin and Norwegian

Synods advocated a unit concept of fel Jowship, which

meant that joint

prayer couJd not be separated from a full declaration of fellowship, and
that unity of faith must precede this. The Missouri Synod indicated that
it was an oversimpJification to tie joint prayer to fulJ aJtar and puJpit
fel Jowship. In certain specific instances joint prayer was considered
appropriate.

These positions were consistently maintained throughout the

long years of the dispute and were a source of endless discord.
HOwever, in practice this difference was not as drastic as it first
appears, and the Wisconsin Synod seemed to contradict itself.

WhiJe the

Missouri Synod distinction between prayer feJlowship and joint prayer was
pronounced
allowed

untenab Ie by the Wisconsin Synod, when the Wisconsin Synod

for exceptions

permitting

in certain situations,

what the Missouri

they were in reality

Synod meant by its distinction

between

prayer feJlowship and joint prayer.75 The real area of disagreement was
that the situations in which the Missouri Synod considered joint prayer
75In a discussion on July 17, 1985 between the author and
Professors Martin O. Westerhaus and Edward Fredrich of the Wisconsin
Synod they expressed the opinion that this was a change in the Missouri
Synod's doctrinal position. By formaJizing an exception to the practice
of prayer feJ Jowship the Missouri Synod had in effect made a doctrinaJ
change.
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appropriate did not coincide with the exceptions which were allowed by
the Wisconsin Synod.
Both agreed that the prayers opening the free conferences and the
discussions between the Missouri Synod and Buffalo and Iowa Synods were
appropriate.

In evaluating

those earlier events they concluded

that

there was a true commitment to unity by all involved and that there was
no implication

of fellowship

implied by holding opening worship and

prayer.
However,

in turning to the contemporary

scene there was a basic

difference in their perception of the attitude of the ALe.

The Wisconsin

Synod was convinced that the ALe was not seeking full agreement.

Since

they bel.ieved this to be true, the Wisconsin Synod concl.uded the ALe did
not come to the discussions with the same purpose as the Missouri Synod.
This therefore made joint prayer out of order.
Synod believed

In contrast the Missouri

the ALe sincere in their search for unity and did not

bel.ieve that these prayers gave the impression that the Missouri Synod
and and ALe were now practicing fel.lowship. In essence the Missouri and
Slovak Synods saw no basic difference between the contemporary situation
and the precedents

that had been establ.ished in the past prior to the

formation of the Synodical Conference, while the Wisconsin and Norwegian
Synods saw them as very different.
While it was legitimate

to question the propriety of practicing

joint prayer with the ALe, when the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods raised
the question of the validity of distinguishing between joint prayer and
prayer fellowship, they simply clouded the issue. Ul.timately the basic
issue was, is joint prayer with the ALe appropriate at this time.

CHAPTER
IV
ADDITIONAL
ISSUES- MILITARYCHAPLAINCY
ANDBOYSCOUTS
While

the

Conference
mil i tary

prime

chap I aincy

the

chaplaincy,

added heat

the

p i c t ur'e ,

however,

especially

complicating

within

the dispute

joint

was no fellowship.
ment of each
Synodical
of

each

Synodical

The purpose of this

of these disputes,

state

in

fostering

the

own

the

regarding

debate

a solution.
that

the

This was

the chaplaincy

work with those with whomthere
chapter

is to trace

the positions

Conference, and eval uate the differences
issue

The debates

of fellowship

to find

worship or other spiritual

over the

each focused on their

because the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods charged
involved

Synodical

the question

in

any attempt

the

to the fire.

and the boy scouts

At the same time,

in

tensions

of fel lowship,

and scouting

chaplaincy

issues.

remained

of

invol ved the question

over the military
unique

source

discord

the develop-

of the synods of the

r-o l e

and the potential

which appeared

wi thin

the

around

the

Conference.
Military

The dispute

over

Chaplaincy

the military

question,

"Coul d the

Lutheran

chaplaincy

and remain true

question,

it was necessary

chaplaincy

Church

to its

participate

confessions?"

to evaluate

1 14

revolved
in

In order

the military

the

mil itary

to answer this

chaplaincy

on the
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basis of two specific
of the institution

areas.

The first

itsel f.

Did the mil itary

run by the United states

Could he fulfil

involved

question

was paid

by the

regul ations,

government

church and violate

and was required

in fact

invol ve the state

the principle

of separation

was the question of the call.

In the first

place,

alone

chaplaincy,

acceptance

the government called
to enter
acceptable

practice

of the caJ L,

into this

follow

in the affairs

of the
Even

and the confessions,

Did this

case

mean that

the

of the
by
an

in effect

Secondly, the individual

who wished

had to seek the caJ J. Normally this

was not an

Conference as it tended to focus

than the guidance of the Holy Spirit

The question was, "Were these incidental

they make participation

government

is recommendedand certified

ministry.

within the Synodical

on man's wisdom rather

to

1y the government which determines

the chaplain?

the chaplaincy

Because the chaplain

However> in the

even though the individual

indi vidual's

the separation

Here there were two concerns.

to call.

his own church body" it is final

of the

of church and state?

according to the Scriptures

has the right

duties

The

becoming directly

two doctrines,

of the call.

more serious

church

the actual

without either

involved

and the doctrine

did this

as it was being

it?

evaluation

of church and state,

involving

I his duties

in unionism or fostering

The theological

chaplaincy,

evaluation

Government, conform to the Scriptures?

second area was a practical
chaplain.

involved a theological

in the military

Scriptures

and the confessions?"

chaplaincy

the synods involved

In their

chaplaincy
eval uation

differences

or did

a denial

of the

of the mi 1i tary

reached opposite conclusions

compatibiJ ity with the Scriptures

in the matter

regarding its

and the Lutheran Confessions.
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In turning
chaplain's
designated

to the area of actual

responsibility

National
quired
their

were also

the spiritual

leader

cern for denominational
Lutheran

lines.

Council

quired

no matter

to prov ide general

provide
legitimate

a burial

service

practices

compromise of faith?

of a specific

aspects

of the

The chap lain

of an agreement between the
Synod the chaplain

was re-

to give communion to a I 1 Lutherans
their

synodical

Protestant

affil

iation.

was requested.1

it

at

He was re-

serv ices as need woul d arise

whenever

was

group of men without con-

and the Missouri

what

several

of concern.

On the basis

in an emergency situation
request

practice,

and

Were these

which could be done without unionism, or were they a
Again the synods gave

different

answers.

The Source and Development of the Dispute
Even before
question
set

forth

the synods of the Synodical

of the chap l aincy extensi vel y
their

chap La i ncy.f

positions,

Conference had studied

and before

they were in fact

In 1932 the Northwestern

the

they had officiaJ]

y

invol ved in the mil itary

Lutheran

pub I ished a statistic

1Edward C. Fredr ich, "The Mil itary
Chaplaincy
and Scouting"
Proceedings of the Fifty-Third
Convention of the Ev. Luth. Synodical
Conference of North America, 1954, (st. Louis MO: Concordia Publishing
House, 1955), pp. 64-68.
j

2The vlisconsin Synod had appointed a chap I ain, Rev. F. Eppl ing, to
serve in the army during the Spanish-American War. Due to the brevity of
the war he was actual 1y never official
1y appointed by the government.
The Wisconsin Synod itself
supported him during the brief time he served,
although had he been officially
appointed, he would have been paid by the
government. Karl Kretzmann, "Appointment of a Chaplain in the Armyby the
Wisconsin Synod During the Spanish-American Vlar," Concordia Historical
Institute
Quarterly,
19 (April 1946):16-19.
During World War I the
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pertaining

to the number of Lutheran pastors serving at that time as

chaplains or reserve chaplains in the army and navy.
ninety three, two were from the Wisconsin

Among the total of

Synod and seven from the

Missouri Synod)
The m i I itary chaplaincy

was considered an important matter and

positions were not hastily taken.

The Wisconsin Synod had carefully

considered the chaplaincy question and firmly established its position
prior to the beginning of Vlorld War II. The Wisconsin Synod Committee on
chaplaincies reported to its 1937 convention that it was not yet ready to
make a recommendation concerning the compatibility of the military chaplaincy

with the principles of Lutheran theology.

A committee was ap-

pointed which was to study the question thoroughly and report to the next
convention.

Meanwhile

it was stated, if any pastor enters the chap-

laincy, he is acting without the sanction of the Synod.4
This committee had its report ready for the 1939 Wisconsin Synod
Convention.

It was their recommendation that the military chaplaincy was

not compatible with Lutheran theology, primarily because it invol ved a
violation of the principle of the separation of the church and state. In
addition, it was stated that the chaplaincy would involve unionism, and
Missouri Synod had resolved to work independently in its efforts to serve
the Missouri Synod members of the Armed Forces. However there were
thirteen men appointed as chaplains in the Army and Navy. Erwin L.
Lueker, "The Stance of Missouri in 1917" Concordia Historical Institute
Quarterly, 40 (October 1967):124.
3"Lutheran Chap 1ains in the Army and the Navy," Northwestern
Lutheran, 19 (Feb. 28, 1932):78.
4Report of the Twenty-Fourth Convention of the Evangelical Lutheran
Joint Synod of Wisconsin and Other States, 1937, (Milwaukee, WI:
Northwestern Publishing House, 1937), p. 55.
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that since any nearby
military

chaplaincy

pastor

could

minister

to the men in camp,

the

was not necessary.5

In 1941 the military
Synod Convention.

chaplaincy

again came before

President Brenner reported,

the Wisconsin

"The stand our Synod took

on this question in 1939 is not shared by other Lutherans, and, it seems,
by some of our own members.,,6 Because of this he had directed the issue
be restudied.
Even
laincy,

The conclusion

though

was an affirmation of the former position.

they had rejected

the avenue

of the military

the Wisconsin Synod was not insensitive

chap-

to the needs of those in

the service and exhibited a sincere concern for them.

Their hope was to

care

World

for service

assigning
Synod

camp pastors

members

pastors

personel

were

as had been

done during

to places where significant

stationed.

In the meantime

War I, by

numbers of Wisconsin
it was stressed

that

and fami lies shou ld pray for them and keep in touch by sending

1 etters, church bul letins, and devotional

Meanwhile

the Missouri

procedure and was actively

1 iterature.7

Synod had adopted

involved

a completely

different

in the military chaplaincy.

reported to the 1941 Missouri Synod Convention

It was

that out of the total of

5Report of the Twenty-Fifth Convention of the Evangelical Lutheran
Joint Synod of Wisconsin and Other States, 1939, (Milwaukee, WI:
Northwestern Publishing House, 1939), pp. 67-68.
6Report of the Twenty-Sixth Convention of the Evangelical Lutheran
Joint Synod of Wisconsin and Other States, 1941, (Milwaukee, WI:
Northwestern Pub I ishing House, 1941), p. 13.
7This point was frequently
stressed in the Northwestern Lutheran.
Typical examples include W. J. Schaefer,
"Editorials"
"Our Soldier
Boys," 27 (Nov. 17,1940):356; W. J. Schaefer, "Editorials" "This We Can
1):)," 28 (Feb. 9, 1941):37; E. Benjamin Schlueter,
"Spiritual Welfare
Commission,"
28 (April 6, 1941):108-109; "Spiritual Welfare Commission,"
9 (April 30, 1944):102.
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fifty-eight chap lains, thirty-three
addi tion there were nineteen

of these were on acti ve duty.

men who were waiting

In

for government

appointments, having already received ecclesiastical endorsement.8
In 1941 the Missour i Synod offered the resources of its Army and
Navy Commission to the other churches of the Synodical Conference. While
the Slovak and Norwegian Synods accepted this arrangement, in August of
1941 the Wisconsin

Synod decided to meet the needs of the military

personel through its own Spritual Welfare Commission, rather than try to
integrate their efforts into the Missouri Synod organization.

This was

to be done through the mails, sending pastors wherever possible, and by
having pastors, serving congregations near the camps, function as contact
pastors and encourage those in service to seek out local congregations.9
With the outbreak of World War II the issue of the chaplaincy
became a prominent and highly emotional issue, and remained that for the
duration of the war.

The patriotic fervor of the day made the Wisconsin

Synod position unpopular among its own members, particul ar 1y with those
who had children

in the military.

pastors and congregations

As the war took its course, many

of the Wisconsin Synod did choose to use the

Missouri Synod structure.10
8Reports and Memorials for the Thirty-Eighth Regular Convention
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1941, (st. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1941). p. 143.
9C. L. Schweppe, "Spiritual
Lutheran, 28 (Aug. 24, 1941):266.

Welfare

Commission,"

Northwestern

10W. F. Dorn, "The Thirty-Year Controversy between Missouri and
Wisconsin," 1983, pp 9, 10 [This is a mimeograph commentary about the
controversy by a pastor who had roots in both Synods. He grew up in the
Missouri Synod and graduated from Concordia Seminary, st. Louis, in 1934.
He served his entire ministry in the Wisconsin Synod. This paper is a
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Throughout
regularly
times it

the years

reported
appears

on its

of World War II the Northwestern

efforts

to minister

they are trying

typical

of this.

e emphasized

the boys want it kept up.11

Another gives

the Wisconsin Synod sol diers

few who come to Sunday worship.

their

that

Some-

own members that

The following

One articl

contacting

to those in service.

to convince

approach of the Wisconsin Synod works.

Lutheran

the

two examples are

the mail campaign works,

a report

of pastors

and indicates

that

Again it is emphasized

near camps
there

that

are a

the mail s

work. 12
Following

World War II there

military

chaplaincy.

overture

was submitted,

laincy
tion,

At the 1946 Synodical
which,

after

was a source of dissension
requested

was no change in the dispute

the establishment

concurred

wi th the suggestion

structions

to study the chaplaincy

observing

Conference
that

over the

Convention

the military

an

chap-

and appeared to be a permanent instituof a study committee.

The convention

and formed an inter im commi ttee
question

and report

its

wi th in-

conclusions

to

the 1948 convention. 13
recollection
of the events to which he was both a witness and a participant.
The paper is in the possession
of Dr. Wayne Schmidt of Concordia
Seminary, st. Louis, MO.]
11E. E. Kowalke, "Spiritual
Welfare
Lutheran, 29 (April 19, 1942): 118.
12E• Blakewell,
"Spiritual
Welfare
Lutheran, 29 (Aug. 9, 1942):250.

Commission," Northwestern
Commission," Northwestern

13proceedings of the Thirty-Ninth Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1946, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Pub1ishing House, 1947). pp. 60-61.
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When the committee gave its report to the 1948 Convention,
described the procedure which had been followed.
identify precisely

what areas were involved

military chaplaincy.

they

Their first step was to
in the dispute over the

Nine questions were listed.

1. What is a Christian congregation?
2. Is the local congregation a specific divine institution, and
is it the only divinely instituted unit in the Church?
3. Is a synodical organization divinely instituted, or does it
exist purely by human right?
4. Does a synod possess the rights and power of a congregation,
including that of exercising church discipline?
5. Is the office of the public ministry a specific divine institution, distinct from the universal priesthood of all believers?
6. Is the power to call vested solely in the local congregation?
7. Maya synod as such, without specific delegation of authority
by its constituent congregations, extend calls?
8. Is the pJ acement of chaplains by the Government a usurpation
of the prerogatives of the Church and a violation of the principJe of
separation of Church and state?
9. Does the performance of a chaplain's prescribed duties necessari] y invol ve him in unionistic practices? 14
In order to answer these questions four additional principles were
identified as crucial to reaching an understanding of the military chap1aincy

and these were examined in the light of the Word of God and the

Lutheran Confessions.

These were:

1. The doctrine of the Church with special reference to synodical organization.
2. The doctrine of the Church with special reference to the
office of the ministry.
3. The doctrine of the Church with special reference to the call
into the ministry.
4. The doctrine of the Church with special. reference to its
rel ation to the state.15
Unfortunately

at the time of the convention

the committee

was

forced to report that they had only been able to deal with four of these
14proceedings of the Fortieth Convention of the EVe Luth. Synodical
Conference of North America, 1948, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing
House, 1948), p. 136.
15proceedings SynodicaJ Conference, 1948, p. 136.
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areas and therefore they had not yet gotten to the chaplaincy
The convention

requested

this commmittee

question.16

to continue its work, giving

it

a goal of the 1950 Convention. 17
In 1950 the Interim Committee studying the question of the military
chaplaincy
unanimous

reported that they thought agreement had been reached with the
adoption

of a series of paragraphs

to the 1950 Synodical
member

Conference Convention.

of the committee

misunderstood

the implications

not been opportunity
committee

withdrew

which were to be presented
But at the last minute one

his consent,

indicating

of one of the paragraphs.

to attempt

to resolve

While there had

the misunderstanding,

fel t that considerabl e progress had been made,

certainly

not at an impasse,

continued.

The convention

and that

concurred

that he had

these

that they were

discussions

and directed

the

should

be

the committee

to

continue. 18
The Interim
this time they
Ministry

said

reported

that the

again to the 1952 convention.

1935 Thiensville

were an adequate expression

tion regarding

Theses

and

issues such as the chap I aincy

to the facul ties of the insti tutions

action the interim committee

the same time it was recognized

on Church

At

of this doctrine and that any ques-

the appl ication to specific

shou l d be referred
convention

Committee

was relieved

invol ved.

In

of its duties.

At

that there was a significant

difference

16For the essence of the committee's report see Appendix F.
17proceedings

Synodical

Conference,

1948, pp. 135-144.

18proceedings of the Forty-First Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1950, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Pub 1 ishing House, 1951), pp. 125-127.
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in application

and the issue of the chaplaincy

was referred

to the

Seminary faculties rather than the Committee on Intersynodical Relations,
since it is an outgrowth of the Doctrine of Church and Ministry.19

At

this point the situation was essentially what it had been in 1946.
This arrangement did not prove satisfactory.
considered
standing

it a maneuver
Committee

The Wisconsin Synod

to brush aside the issue.

in Matters

of Church

Union

In 1953 their
expressed

this

dissatisfaction .
• . . this question is now in the hands of a commi ttee of the faculties of the theological seminaries, acting jointly, and appointed by
resolution of the Synodical Conference Convention of 1952.
In view of the
date, and that
corrrnitteefrom
time to carrO
hol low ring.2

fact that this committee has had but one meeting to
this same issue has previously lain dormant in another
1946-1952, the plea that this committee "be given due
out the request of the Synodical Conference" has a

In 1954 a major effort was made to bring heal ing to the Synodical
Conference. A series of presentations was given on the major issues, in
which the two opposing positions were defended. The military chaplaincy
issue was a focus in two presentations.21

However,

in spite of this

intense effort, Li t t le progress was made. When the Joint Union Committee
19proceedings of the Forty-Second Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 19521 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Pub I ishing House, 1953), pp. 142-145.
20 Oscar J. Naumann, president, Standing Committee in Matters of
Church Union, A Fraternal Word Examined, n.d. p. 14.
21 Edward C. Fredrich, "The mil itary chaplaincy and Scouting, An
Essay Prepared at the Behest of Wisconsin Synod Officials for the
Synodical Conference Convention August 10-13, 1954, East Detroit Mich."
and Martin ScharJemann, "The Boy Scouts of America and the Military
Chaplaincy," Proceedings of the Forty-Third Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1954 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
publ ishing House, 1955), pp. 57-86.
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was formed by the 1956 Synodical

Conference

Convention,

the military

chaplaincy was among the issues referred to it.22 This committee was not
any more successful in its efforts to sett1e the chaplaincy question than
The military

were past efforts.

chaplaincy

remained

a source of

hostility until the Synodical Conference came to an end.
Theological Position of the Synods
The dispute concerning the military chaplaincy involved a difference in application

of two doctrines and in the charge of unionistic

activities. The doctrinal issues involved the doctrines of the call and
the separation of church and state. The charge of unionism grew out of a
conclusion by the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods that by its very nature
the military chaplaincy required the chaplain to ignore denominationaJ
lines in carrying out his duty.
The Missouri and Slovak Synods had no problem with the chaplaincy
and their position

wiI1

be gi ven as one presentation.

Whi le the

Norwegian Synod eventually joined the Wisconsin Synod in its opposition
to the Military Chaplaincy, the issue was much more of a problem for the
Wisconsin

Synod.

The concern of the Wisconsin Synod included

doctrinal

issues as well

as practical

issues.

both

Whi 1e some in the

Norwegian Synod objected on a doctr inal basis, most percei ved it as an
issue of practice.
unionism.

The chaplaincy was to be avoided because it involved

These differences will be noted in the presentation of their

position.
22See
Comnittee.

Appendix

D for more detai 1 regarding

the Joint Union
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The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods
The official position of the Wisconsin Synod was adopted in their
1939 Synodical Convention.
as chaplains

Pastors should not be commissioned to serve

in the armed services.

Three reasons were given.

Any

ordained pastor in the vicinity of a camp is able to minister to those in
service, therefore making the chaplain unnecessary.

To have chaplains

commissioned and paid by the government is a violation of the principle
of separation of church and state. It is doubtful that chaplains will be
able to refrain from unionism and follow sound Lutheran practice.23
The Wisconsin Synod was accutely

aware that their position was

unpopular and regularly tried to bolster support for their stand.

The

Northwestern Lutheran regularly carried articles supporting their position.

They were especially interested in demonstrating that they were

not the only ones opposed to the chaplaincy.
this was reported
liberally
military

When they found an ally,

in their church periodical.

Thus, when the more

inclined

Christian Century voiced its opposition

to the

chaplaincy

because it was regarded as a violation

of the

separation of church and state, the Northwestern Lutheran reported the
Christian Century position.24
23 Report, Wisconsin Synod Convention, 1939, pp. 67-68.
24In an editorial
in the December 26, 1943 issue of the
Northwestern Lutheran it was indicated that those who believe chaplains
assigned by the army or navy answer the churches need to care for these
boys are wrong. According to the Christian Century the Mohammedans in
the US demand that their troops be prov ided with Mohammedan chapJains or
be exempt from service. The intent is to require the segregation of all
256 religious bodies and provide each with a chaplain of their own faith.
The editor comments that this illustrates that chap 1ains in the armed
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The Spiritual

WeJfare

Commission of the Wisconsin Synod, which

provided care for the needs of those in the service, carefuJJy speJJed
out their synod's objections to the chapJaincy as part of their report to
the 1943 Wisconsin Synod Convention.
vention by CarJ Schweppe a
terion estabJished

In a paper presented to this con-

series of objections

by the government,

is listed.

The cri-

which required the chaplain be

broadminded and JiberaJ, was in itseJ f a basic objection.

The Wisconsin

Synod understood this to mean that the chapJain was to be lax and indifferent.
fai tho

He should be aJJ things to alJ men, not standing up for his
They fel t that his caJ J to preach proved their point.

He was

obJigated to conduct two services, one for those who are of his denomination and a generaJ Protestant

service that wouJd not be offensive

to

anyone. This by its very nature invoJved him in compromise.
An additionaJ
those he served.

objection concerned the chapJain's relation

He reaJJy was not their pastor, since their membership

remained wi th their home congregations.
sheep of another

with

shepherd.

A more

In real ity he was tending the
significant

objection

was the

government requirement that the chaplain conduct the burial of anyone who
made the request.

To the Wisconsin

Synod this was a definite compromise

of the faith. True, the chaplain could say whatever he wanted, even to
forces do not solve the problem. The boys in service must be satisfied
with unionistic services. While this is no problem for those accustomed
to unionism, it is a real hardship for Lutheran boys. W. J. Schaefer,
"Editorial," Northwestern Lutheran, Dec.26, 1943, p. 404.
A month later agreement is expressed with the comment in the
Christian Century which claimed that the only satisfactory way to operate
the chap Jaincy from the church's standpoint is to get it out of
government control so that the chaplain does his work but is maintained
by the churches. Edi tors, "Siftings," Northwestern Lutheran, Jan. 23,
1944, p. 24.
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the extent

of only giving

a patriotic

serv ice was conducted by an official
the

false

impression

that

addi t i ona I requirement,
must be added if

the

that

speech.

However, the fact that

memberof the church inev itably
individual

was right

with

the serv ices of a fraternal

requested,

was an even greater

the
gave

God.

The

organization

compromise of the

faith.25
A finaJ
received.

objection

In vo I ved the caJ J i tse J f which the chap lain

It was judged

chapJ ain was placed

invalid

because

in his position

in the

by the government,

terminate

that posi tion whenever it so desired.

fact

the chaplain

that

the matter
church.
posture

had to seek the call

to the direction

It was these
in regard

make a decision

tion

of the Missouri

armed forces

himseJf rather

and necessitated

its

by joining

was the

than leaving

service

the

the church's
rejection.

was in effect

The Wisconsin Synod characterized
a unionistic

the

can also

to work through

of an "emergency situation"

Synod as

accompJished

which

which had to determine

to the chaplaincy

compromise of the faith.26

analysis

Added to this

of the Holy Spirit

objections

on the basis

final

To
a

the posi-

to the men in the

hands with the secular

powers,

founded on specious arguments.27
25This was a valid concern,
able in a civilian
situation.

since this

would not have been accept-

26Carl Schweppe,The Government Chaplaincy An Appraisal,
1943, pp.
3-21. This document was pub 1ished by reso 1ution of the 1943 \-lisconsin
Synod Convention for distribution
to aJl delegates.
27A. P. Voss, editor-in-chief,
Continuing In His \vord 1850-1950:
The History of the Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod of Wisconsin and
Other States,
(Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub I ishing House, 1951),
p. 80.
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Initially

the Norwegian

Synod cared for its service personel

through the Missouri Synod Army and Navy Commission. The Norwegian Synod
Army and Navy Commission

reported to its 1941 convention

that their

chairman, Rev. H. A. Preus, had met wi th the Missouri Synod Commission
and that satisfactory arrangements had been made.
In regard to the Missouri Synod Commission, he reported that they
would be happy to take over the pastoral care of our boys in the
service, and would provide them with the materials which they are
pub I ishing. This inc 1udes personal calls, tracts, inv itation to
serv ices, a monthly pub 1 ication called "Loyal ty," and the Prayer
Books which have been published now for both Army and Navy. It was
then resolved to accept Rev. Preus's report, to keep our own records
of our boys for the sake of Sentinel subscriptions, and to forward
these names to the Missouri Synod Commission.
The Missouri Synod has accepted the names of our boys, including
them with their own, and is providing them with the services of their
Commission, the regular chaplains who have received their appointments through their efforts, the "Service Pastors" at the
various camps, and the "Contact Key Men.
While the Missouri Synod has accepted the spiritual care of our
boys and place their offices at our disposal, she has made no financial demands on us. It is the opinion of your Commission that we
should be willing to bear our proportionate share of the expense
invol ved in this undertaking and it recommends to this Convention
that Sunday, July 6th, be set aside for a Synod-wide offering to this
end.2~
This report was essentially

adopted by the convention

with the

special notation that the commission should be on alert to guard against
unionism.29

This arrangement

continued

throughout World War II and

financial contributions were made to the Missouri Synod.

In 1944 it was

reported in the Lutheran Sentinel that about $1000 would again be sent to
the Missouri

Synod Army and Navy Board which was rendering

the same

28Report of the Twenty-Fourth Regular Convention of the Norwegian
Synod of the American Evangelical Lutheran Church, 1941, n.p,; n.d., pp.
50-51.
2%eport,

Norwegian Synod, 1941, p. 52.
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service

to Norwegian Synod young people as its

Christian

I iterature

own, furnishing

them with

and a "home away from home at the Lutheran Service

Centers. ,,30
After World War II support of the military
less

enthusiastic.

their

In its

report

Synod,

afforded

should

indi vidual

they

until

reported

to its

"Local pastors

may well

use the

by the Army and Navy Commission of the Missouri

so desire.,,31

congregations

in effect

was noticably

to the 1946 Norwegian Synod Convention,

Army and Navy Commission stated,

serv ice still

chaplaincy

This qualified

approval,

allowing

to forward names to the Missouri Synod, remained

1953, when the Norwegian Synod Armed Services

Commission

convention:

Our Synod does not entirely
approve of the r-e I igious ministry
(chaplaincy) which now exists in our nations's armed forces.
Some of
us object to it on the ground that the divinity
of a chaplain's call
is doubtful,
inasmuch as he is not called
by the Church, but also
appointed by the State, and receives his living from the State.
All
of us object
to the chaplaincy
as now constituted,
because of
official
regulations
governing it, which involved a mixing of faiths
(unionism).
However, even if our Synod had chaplains,
our quota of
them would be so low, that most of our people in the armed forces
woul d never or rarely
be served by one of our chap I ains.
Wewould
still have to do most of our work as we are now doing it,
- by
mail.32
Thus, while
position
officially

some in the Norwegian Synod agreed with the doctrinal

of the Wisconsin

Synod, there

oppose the mil itary

30H• A. Preus,
1944): 189.

was no unanimity.

chaplaincy

"Our Offering,"

on the basis

Lutheran

Sentinel,

They did not

of the doctrines
27 (June

31Report of the Twenty-Ninth Regular Convention of the Norwegian
Synod of the American Evangelical
Lutheran Church, 1946, n.p., n.d.,
p. 52.
32Report of the Thirt -Sixth Regular Convnetion of the Norwegian
Synod of the American Ev. Lutheran Church, 1953, n.p., n.d., p. 5.

27,
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of the call and the separation of church and state.

However, there was

ful I agreement within the Norwegian Synod that the mil itary chap I aincy
was to be rejected because they bel ieved the military chaplaincy, as then
constituted, was inherently unionistic.
The Missouri and Slovak Synods
For the Missouri and Slovak Synods the chaplaincy was not viewed as
a contradiction of the Scriptures
call.

or a violation of the doctrine of the

While they were aware that unionism could be a potential threat,

they believed statements taken from government regulations such as, "The
chaplain will give such religious ministration as the rites and practices
of his Church may warrant," and "In matters touching upon methods of work
and professional training which do not involve church doctrine, superv isory author ity over chap Iains is vested in the Chief of Chap 1ains,"
ga ve ampl e protection

so that the chap lain would not be required to do

anything which woul d compromise

the teachings of the Lutheran Church-

Missour i Synod)3
This attitude became apparent
Missouri

Synod participation

before its convention

already in 1935 when the question of

in the military

that year.

chaplaincy

was brought

It was resol ved to form a committee

which was to verify the assurances which had been given, indicating that
there was nothing contrary to the Missouri Synod doctrinal position in
the chaplaincy

and that there were sufficient

chaplains from obligatory, unionistic practices.

safeguards

to protect

If the findings of the

33proceedings of the Thirty-Sixth Regular Convention of the Ev.
Lutheran Synod of Missouri, Ohio, and Other States, 1935, (st. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1935), p. 133.
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committee were favorable, the President was to appoint an Army and Navy
Board, which would meet the government r-equ.ir-ement.s.v''
This special committee reported its conclusions to the 1938 Missouri
Synod Convention indicating that since the mil itary chaplaincy was not a
mingling of church and state because final control of what was taught lay
with the church, and since government guarantees indicated the Missouri
Synod position on unionism would not be compromised, the synodical president should appoint an Army and Navy Commission for ChapIains.
Pursuant to the resolution of Synod, your Committee has carefully
studied the official documents regarding the office and functions of
the chaplaincy in the Army and Navy. The Committee also heard a
reliable testimony from several of our pastors who have been chaplains in the Army; furthermore, the Committee received interpretations personally
from the Chief of Chaplains on some of the paragraphs and wording of the regulations which were indefinite and might
be variously interpreted. The Committee was impressed with the fact
that again and again it is emphasized in these documents that the
chaplains are to function "according to their respective creeds or
conscientious practice in each case." (A.R. 60--5, p.3) And
although they are under the authority of the commanding officers,
this provision does not imply any dictation as to their spiritual
ministry; consequently the conscientous Lutheran chapIain can avoid
all unionistic practices. This has been corroborated by pastors who
have been chaplains in the Army. The Committee is a lso conv inced
that in offering our men for the chaplaincy there is no departure
from the accepted Scriptural position of our Synod on the separation
of State and Church. The Government is interested in the moral
we I fare of the Army and Navy and presents, through the chap Iaincy,
opportunities for service to those who desire the ministrations of
the chaplains; and while it contributes towards the maintenance of
the chaplains a stipulated allowance, this does not conflict with the
doctrine of the separation of Church and State, especially since he
must perform his duties "in conformity with the teachings of denominational bel iefs." (Chaplain: His Place, p. 13) And again: "The
chap Iain wi J I naturally gi ve such r-e I igious ministrations as the
ri tes and practices of his Church may warrant, prov ided it be seen
that such are desired by the patient." (Chaplain: His Place, p.
23.) Furthermore, the Church commissions or calls these men and,
even though appointed by the Cov er-nment , they represent us only as
long as they conform to the principles and practices of our Synod as
34proceedings Missouri Synod, 1935, pp. 133-134.
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members in good standing. Therefore we hold that the President
should carry out the resolution of the Cleveland convention and
forthwith appoint an Army and Navy Board)5
The position of the Missouri Synod, expressed
changed.

in 1938, was not

One of the major purposes of the 1954 Synodical

Conference

Convention was to attempt to resolve the controversy through a careful
statement

of the positions

of the various

synods.

Dr. Martin

Schar 1emann, who himself had been a chaplain for twelve years, presented
the position of the Missouri Synod to the 1954 Synodical
Convention.

Conference

Dr. Scharlemann used his own persona] experience to attempt

to assuage fears. Regarding the fact that the chaplain was obligated to
conduct a general service, he indicated that this was one of the greatest
mission opportunities of the day.

For when a Lutheran pastor conducts a

general protestant service, he in fact proclaims Lutheran doctrine.

Dr.

Scharlemann saw an analogy in the experience of the Apostle Peter, who,
after seeing the centurion Cornelius receive the Holy Spirit, stated that
if God blesses
observed

a work, we had best not resist it.

Dr. Schar 1emann

that the chap 1aincy has been blessed by God, since more than

2500 men are brought into the Missouri Synod yearly because of the Gospel
proclaimed by chaplains, implying that it must be right.36
35proceedings of the ThirtY-Seventh Regular Convention of the Ev.
Lutheran Synod of Missouri, Ohio, and Other States, 1938, (st. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1938), p. 161.
36This argument is dangerous. It could also be used to support the
ordination of women or acceptance of unscriptural approaches to fund
raising.
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In defending
laincy

by its

the Missouri

very

nature

Synod against

invol ved

Scharlemann answered with the assertion
specifically

protected.

inconsistency

He in turn

the
that

the charge that
chaplain
in reality

accused

the chap-

in unionsim,

Dr.

our position

was

the Wisconsin

Synod of

•

. • • the peculiar position of our Synod on matters of worship is not
only understood in the military service,
it is actually protected and
guaranteed by official
regulations
- to a much greater degree, I want
to add, than at the turn of the century,
when the Joint Synod of
Wisconsin was represented
in the Army by Chaplain F. Eppling of
Al goma, Wis. (Pro., Wis. Syn., 1898, p. 84), and to a much greater
degree a I so than during the years down to 1935, in which the
Wisconsin Synod had an indorsing agency for military
chaplains!37
The argument that
separation

of church

the mil itary
and state

chaplaincy

was a violation

was unequi vocall

Scharl emann. Rather, the chaplaincy

y rejected

is another example that

of the
by Dr.

our citizen-

ship is under God.
It has been said that the military
chaplaincy as an institution
viol ates the principl e of separation
between church and state.
To
say this is to misrepresent
the principle
as it has been practiced
in America. The primary concern of the First Amendmentand the court
decisions
made on its basis is to keep any single or any group of
church organizations
from receiving
state
sanction
and support.
James Madison did not write that Amendmentto say that our Government
is not interested
in religion.
As Americans we have been very vocal,
in fact, throughout our history officiall
y to dec l are our dependence
on Almighty God. The Pledge of All egiance to the Flag is a case in
point; hence the addition of the words "under God" on June 14 of this
year.
The words "In God We Trust" on our coins testify
to the same
thing.
For precisely
that
same reason church properties are for the
most part tax exempt. The establishment
of the Military
Chaplaincy
refl ect
this same interest
in re 1igion to undergird the life of a
nation. 3

B

37Martin M. Schar 1emann, "The Boy Scouts of America and the
Mil itary Chaplaincy," Proceedings of the Forty-Third Convention of the
Ev. Luth. Synodical Conference of North America, 1954, (st. Louis, MO:
Concordia Pub] ishing House, 1955), p. 85.
38Scharlemann,

Proceedings,

Synodical

Conference,

1954, p. 86.
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There was no significant opposition to the Missouri Synod position
regarding the military chaplaincy from within the Synod itself.

This is

in marked contrast to other issues. The books of Reports and Memorials
for the various conventions contain no reference to formal opposition and
no calls to follow the Wisconsin Synod position.
Evaluation
Regarding the military
especially

chaplaincy

between the Wisconsin and Missouri Synods.

Synod stated that it violated
separation

there was a basic difference

both the doctrines of the call and the

of church and state as well as encouraging

Missouri

Synod completely

doctrines

of the call and separation

acknowledging

disagreed,

the possibility

The Wisconsin

finding no problem

The

with the

of church and state, and while

of unionism, maintained

regulations protected their principles.

unionism.

that government

In this area their differences

appear irreconcilable.
While those involved considered this dispute a ramification of the
earlier disagreement

over the doctrine of the church,39 it does not

appear that this is the case.

Essentially the two groups looked at the

same institution and then gave a total 1y different eval uation of its
compatibility with the Scriptures and the Confessions. In reality, if it
had been a ramification

of the disagreement

over the church, it seems

more likely that the Wisconsin Synod would have supported the chaplaincy.
Both Missouri and Wisconsin agreed that the Church was the believers who
39This was the position taken by the special committee appointed by
the Synodical Conference as it attempted to sol ve this problem. See
above pages 120-123 for a description of their approach.
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gathered around the Word and that such churches were divinely instituted.
But there was a significant
standing.

difference

in application

of this under-

The Missouri Synod restricted the divinely instituted church

to local congregations. Synods as such were strictly human institutions.
In contrast the Wisconsin Synod also understood the divinely instituted
church to include the synod.

This meant that synod itself had authority

to issue calls, or could certify an individual for government appointment
to the military chaplaincy.40
Scouting
Background of the Dispute
The Scouting movement began in England and by 1910 had spread to the
United states.41

The purpose

character of the boys involved.

of the movement

was to develop

the

The Scout pledges to uphold his honor,

40Edmund Reim, "The Debate on Union-DoctrinaJ Differences in the
SynodicaJ Conference," Northwestern Lutheran, 34 (Aug. 3, 1947):245-247.
41In a sense the scouting movement began by accident. In the first
years of the twentieth century, a British army officer stationed in South
Africa, Robert Baden-Powell, had the responsibil ity of training the new
soldiers from England in the skills of tracking and wilderness living.
He discovered that his recruits were so used to living in the city that
they could not stand the rigors of the wild South African country. He
therefore developed a training method invoJ ving a series of games and
activities to develop the strength of his men as well as their skiJI at
surv iva L, The men enjoyed these games and started to do them on their
own and soon the idea spread back to England. When General Baden-Powell
returned horne to England he was encouraged to develop his ideas into an
organization.
In 1907 he took a group of twenty boys on a camp out in
order to tryout the program. This was the first boy scout camp. The
idea spread from EngJand to the United States, and on February 8, 1910
the Boy Scouts of America were formall y incorporated. A Federal charter
was granted to the organization in 1916. The program was expanded in
1930 with the addition of the Cub Scouts, which was designed for younger
boys. In 1937 the first national jamboree was held at the Washington
Monument. Boy Scouts of America, Handbook for Boys, (New York, Fifth
edition, 1948), pp. 6-9; 446-448.
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do his best, do his duty to God and his country, he lp other peop le, and
keep himself physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.42
Three of the key aspects of scouting that especially pertain to the
controversy within the Synodical Conference involved the stress that each
scout should daily do a good deed, the pledge that he would keep himself
morally straight, and that he respect the religions of others, implying
an acknowledgment

of the validity

of the doctrines

of other church

bodies.
The synods of the Synodical Conference were very cautious in their
approach to the Boy Scouts.

However, there was not complete agreement,

even within the synods, nor did they all follow the same approach.

The

movement was frequentl y discussed and the peri 1s of the movement were
pointed out. The Boy Scouts were viewed as similar to the lodges and the
opinion was expressed that the lodges were trying to use the scout movement as a field for new members.43

Some advocates of the scout movement

claimed that the Boy Scouts were the hope for the future to create a
moral

society.

This suggestion

was categorically

rejected

in the

Northwestern Lutheran with the observation that the scout movement cannot
cure the sinful nature.

The resul t wi 11 only be to make the boys into

pharisees. 44
An article

which appeared

in the Lutheran Herald

advocating

Lutheran Scouting as a way to keep boys in the church, was vigorously
42Handbook for Boys

pp. 17-27.

43J• B. "Comments" "The Boy Scout Movement," Northwestern Lutheran,
17 (Aug. 31, 1930):277.
44August F. Zich, "Comments" "Boy Scouts as the Hope of the
Future," Northwestern Lutheran, 18 (Mar. 1, 1931):66.
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rejected

by the Wisconsin Synod.

god of the lodges.
the opinion
church,

that

This makes the Boy Scouts

the troops

the Northwestern

sounded strange

The god of scouting

to hear.

article

The Lutheran

article

Sentinel

which had appeared

man had grown up within
In his article

rel igion.

As for

to keep the boys in the

rightly

observed

that

this

Was it not the Gospel which did this?45

The Norwegian Synod shared this
mente

a false

were needed in order
Lutheran

is the same general

same opinion

of the scouting

in 1940 was g I ad to carry

move-

a report

of an

in the Lutheran Herald by W. H. Sogard.

the scout movement and served

he indicates

that

scouting

This

as a scout master.

is not the answer because

it

does not win boys for Christ.46
The lack of unanimity within the synods themselves
by the Bureau of Information
Missouri

Synod Convention.

study of the Boy Scouts
"dissimil

ar practice

on Secret
This report

Societies'
indicated

had been undertaken
in our midst

concerning

is further

report
that

was in order

to the
the reason

shown
1944
the

to remove the

Boy Scout troops

under a

Lutheran scoutmaster.,,47

w.

F. Dorn notes

this

same dispar i ty in practice

was a I so present

in the Wisconsin Synod.
The membership of our synod, clerical
and lay, was not in unanimous agreement on the scouting
issue.
A number of districts
and
conferences
passed resolutions
declaring
their opposition
to any
45August F. Zich, "Comments" "Lutheran
Lutheran, 24 (Sept. 12, 1937):292-293.

Boy Scouts,"

46Norman A. Madson, "Scouting Not the Solution,"
20 (Oct. 28,1940):308-310.

Northwestern

Lutheran Sentinel,

47Reports and Memorials for the Thirty-Ninth Regular Convention of
the Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod, 1944, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
PubI ishing House, 1944), p. 346.
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participation in the Boy Scout program. The Minnesota District had
no such reso 1ution on its books, at 1 east during the first yet§s of
the controversy. There were Boy Scouts in the Wisconsin Synod.
Whil e the Missouri Synod shared the objections of the others in the
Synodical

Conference to the scout movement,

difference in their approach to the problem.

there was a significant
Through discussions

with

scout authorities, they sought to remove the features of the movement
which were considered

objectionable.

In 1932 the convention

of the

Missouri Synod had charged the Board for Young People's Work to continue
to study the Boy Scout movement.

This board issued the following report

to the 1935 Missouri Synod Convention.
Through correspondence and personal contact we have brought our
objections to the attention of Boy Scout headquarters. Since then
official letters have gone out from headquarters to Scout executives
announcing a revision of practice, for instance, with respect to
rel igious serv ices at camp. Al so with regard to other features the
Boy Scout author ities ha ve proved themsel ves as anxious to understand, accept, and endorse our viewpoint as Missouri Synod
Lutherans. Organizations within the Boy Scout movement have come
under the survey of your Committee partly through inquiries of
pastors and partl y from Boy Scout headquarters directl y. Our experience wi th these subsidiary organizations has made c I ear 1) the
dangers which inhere in every secular system, but a I so 2) the unwearied willingness of the Boy Scout authorities to eliminate those
features which are contrary to our principles. Neverthel ess, your
Committee does not recommend to Synod that it approve of the Boy
Scout movement. We do not over look the fact that in non-Lutheran
troops there continues to be the constant danger of unionism because
these troops are under the influence of denominations which are
incurably unionistic.
We believe, for this reason, that those
pastors who prohibit their boys from joining non-Lutheran or sectarian troops or troops under sectarian influence are to be commended. On the other hand, it does not appear to your Board as
wi thin the prov ince of a church-body to pass resol utions of recommendation or approval regarding any secular movement or organization,
no matter how harmless or even beneficial its program may be.
Accordingly, and for the other reasons herein before mentioned, your
Board does not recommend that the Boy Scouts and their program be
approved by this convention. Your Board believes, however, that our
Church should do whatever it can do by counselor
persuasion to
48 Dorn, pg. 8.
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eliminate evil tendencies from movements that affect our people and
that cooperation (as above denined) with the leaders in the Boy Scout
movement should be continued. 9
The recommendations of this report were adopted by the convention
with the special note that parishes should consult with the Board before
approving

a troop.

The main things to note in this report are the

judgment that participation in sectarian troops was unionistic and to be
avoided,

the willingness

of scout leaders

to remove

objectionable

features, and the conviction that it was inappropriate for the synod to
pass judgment on a secular organization.
These discussions
progress was made.

continued

in subsequent

years and additional

In 1938 the following report was issued by the Board

for Young People's Work.
Correspondence with Boy Scout officials has continued during the
triennium, and further adjustments have been made, especially with
regard to unionistic services at jamborees and camps. Missouri Synod
Scouts in attendance at the Washington assembly of 1937 were directed
to churches of our Synod. Our at ti tude in this mat ter is therefore
recognized and the agreement observed. With this further concession
officially granted, our control of Lutheran troups is ab so Iute in
those features for which we properly require it.50
In preparation for the 1944 Missouri Synod Convention the Bureau of
Information

on Secret

Societies

together

with the Board

for Young

Peop Ie's Work had studied the whole issue of Boy Scouts, paying particu1ar at tention to troops under a Lutheran Scoutmaster.

They issued the

following report.
49Proceedings, Missouri Synod, 1935, pp. 104-105.
50Reports and Memorials for the Thirty-Sixth Regular Convention of
the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1938, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Pub Iishing House, 1938), p. 104.
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•• your synodical committees obtained all the officiaJ
handbooks both for scouts and scoutmasters, covering every phase of
the work, and examined these for any ingredients of the program which
would militate against a Lutheran scoutmaster's committing himself to
this program. We were unable to find any factors which would violate
our principJ es and have not been able to discover anything in the
practices of scouting, as outlined in these handbooks, to which a
Christian parent, scoutmaster, or pastor would take exception.
Moreover, a Lutheran Committee on Scouting has issued a manual
entitled Scouting in the Lutheran Church, which definitely cJaims for
the pastors and congregations the sole and unrestricted right of the
Lutheran church committee (of which the local pastor is understood to
be a member) to control everything of a religious nature that is to
be superimposed upon the official scout program. In a Jetter to the
Committee, Chief Scout Executive Elbert K. Fretwell writes from Scout
headquarters;
"We recognize that there is no Boy Scout author ity which supersedes the authori ty of the local Pastor and the Congregation in any
phase of the program affecting the spiritual welfare of Lutheran men
and boys in Scouting, and the purpose of this Lutheran ManuaJ is to
guide the local Pastor and Congregation in their efforts to supplement the Scout Program with the spiritual program of the Church."
Accordingly, your Committee believes that the matter of scouting
should be left to the individual congregation to decide and that
under the circumstances Synod may consider her interests suffiCiently
protected. 51
This position was adopted in 1944 and became the official statement
of the Missouri Synod.

Scouting was not approved

as such, but no in-

trinsic probJ em was found with the Scouting movement
c Iude a Lutheran congregation

from sponsoring a troop.

which wouJ d preIt was at this

point that the issue over the Boy Scouts became a source of division in
the al ready strained rel ations within the Synodical Conference.
51Reports and Memorials, Missouri Synod, 1944, pp. 346-347.
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The Dispute Over Scouting and the Efforts to Achieve Solution
This position of the Missouri Synod which neither approved nor
conde~led the Scouting movement, but which left individual congregations
free to make their own decision regarding the scouting program in accordance with what was appropriate for their situation, was overwhelming 1 Y rejected by both the Norwegian and Wisconsin Synods.

They con-

sidered this to be a basic shift in the position of the Missouri Synod
and urgently requested that synod to return to its former position. The
change

in position

regarding

the scouting

movement

was seen as a

weakening of the Missouri Synod stand against unionism, which would
ultimately cause it to lose its true conservative character.52
In an effort to reach
the 1944 Convention
Intersynodical

a resolution within the Synodical Conference

had referred the matter of the Boy Scouts to the

He lations Committee of the Synodical Conference. This

commi ttee indicated in its report to the 1946 convention
been unable to resolve

the conflict.

that they had

In addition the Wisconsin and

Norwegian Synod members of the committee issued their own minority report
in which they recommended

that

out of respect for the consciences of

those who opposed the position of the Missouri Synod, congregations
should refrain from initiating any more troops.
the Synodical

Conference Convention

The floor committee of

to which the report was assigned

basicaJ ly concurred with the recommendation of the minority report and
further requested Missouri Synod to reconsider its position at its 1947
52George O. Lillegard.
(Sept. 27, 1945):273-275.

"The Great Divide," Lutheran Sentinel, 28
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convention.

Vlhile this recommendation

to support the Norwegian and

Wisconsin position generated considerable
taken.

discussion,

no action was

Finally it was resolved that the committee continue to function

and provide study materials, both pro and con, regarding the boy scout
question.53
The next two years witnessed significant deterioration.
Committee

on Intersynodical

Relations

When the

gave its report to the 1948

Convention, not only were they forced to admit

failure in resolving the

dispute regarding Boy Scouts, but they also had to confess they could not
even agree on what kinds of material
congregations

for study purposes.

should be sent out to pastors and

To try to reach accord, it was sug-

gested that those who so desired should take the matter up with the
Missouri Synod, which had appointed three men in its 1947 convention who
were to restudy the issue.
procedure.

It was hoped to settle the issue by this

In the interim it was resolved

that congregations

should

refrain from proceeding in this matter, as it would only further disturb
the relations within the Synodical Conference.54
In the presidential address given to the 1950 Synodical Conference
Convention scouting was listed among the many issues which were seriously
di v iding the Synodical

Conference.55

However, due to the press of the

53proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1946, pp. 59-60,74.
54proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1948, pp. 145-147.
55 Because the Synodical Conference president, Rev. E. Benjamin
Schlueter, of the Wisconsin Synod, was ill, this report was given by Rev.
S. C. Ylvisaker of the Norwegian Synod, who was the vice president of the
Synodical Conference. In the beginning of his report, he indicated that
because of the shortness of time it had not been submitted to other
Synodical Conference officials for approval and therefore represented his
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many other issues of disagreement,

the convention

itself spent little

time discussing the issue. Finally at the end of the convention it was
resolved to have the presidents of the various synods appoint members to
a committee which was to study scouting and give a report to the 1952
convention. 56
When this report was given

to the 1952 Synodical

Conference

Convention, it highlighted the intensity of the disagreement. The report
was a divided

one, in which the Missouri

and Slovak

Synods and the

Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods both indicated that they had studied the
issue but arrived at different cone 1usions.

The f]oor committee which

studied these reports gave its evaluation, which was that the problem did
not lie in the recognition of the final authority of the Scriptures but
rather in applying those Scriptures to Scouting.
even agree

if Scouting

was a rel igion.

In fact they could not

In the light of this the

Convention decided to devote an entire evening session to the discussion
of this question. During the course of this discussion

a resolution was

made from the f] oor that because of the profound nature of this issue,
since it involved the questions of natural law, civil righteousness, and
the natural

knowledge

of God, it was beyond the scope of a special

commi ttee and that the matter

shou 1d be re ferred to the seminary

individual opInIons. Because the Missouri Synod members of the Committee
on Intersynodical Relations disagreed with some of his opinions, the
convention resolved to attach a formal statement to that effect to the
presidential address.
56proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1950, pp. 127-134,138.
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faculties of the Synodical Conference. This was adopted and the special
committee on scouting was discharged with thanks.57
Because

of the gravity

of the situation,

the 1954 Synodical

Conference Convention met in split sessions in order to allow sufficient
time for the various parties in the dispute to gi ve a detai led presentation of their position.

Scouting was included among the prominent

issues which were treated in the papers presented.58

Again, however,

these did not result in agreement, and in fact produced little change.
When the Joint Union Committee was formed by the 1956 Synodical
Conference
included

Convention

in an effort to restore harmony, scouting was

among the issues to be studied.59

Surprisingly,

commi ttee gave its report to the 1958 Synodical
they indicated extensive

agreement

when this

Conference Convention

had been reached on the scouting

issue.60 However, complete unity could not be attained. And as the focus
of attention became always more centered on the issue of fellowship,
little more was attempted in seeking a solution to the differences in the
area of scouting, and the issue was left unresolved.
57proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1952, pp 145-148.
58The position of the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods was presented
by Rev. Edward C. Fredrich.
His essay was titled "The Military
Chaplaincy and Scouting An Essay Prepared at the Behest of the Wisconsin
Synod Official s for the Synodical Conference Convention August 10-13,
1954, East Detroit, Mich. The position of the Missouri and Slovak Synods
was presented by Dr. Martin Scharleman, entitled, "The Boy Scouts of
America and the Mil itary Chaplaincy."
59See Appendix
Corrmittee.

D for further

information

on this Joint Union

60proceedings of the Forty-Fifth Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference of North America, 1958, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1958), p. 44.
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Theological Positions of the Synods
The key issues in the controversy over the Boy Scouts centered on
the religious
scouting.

elements

which all concerned

admitted

were present in

Taken at their face value these contradicted the teachings of

the Scriptures.

Scouting's

emphasis

on doing good deeds fostered a

reliance on work righteousness. When a boy was

required to pledge to do

his duty to God, it demanded that he do what was impossible for unregenerate man.

The requirement that each scout respect the religious faith

of others, Christian and non-Christian alike, implied that all religions
were valid and each was a different manifestation of a common truth.
What about these issues?

Were they peripheral to scouting so that

in a Lutheran troop, where Lutheran doctrine could be taught, there was
no compromise or denial of the faith?

Or were they basic to the movement

itsel f, making it objectionabl e so that any form of participation was to
be avoided as a compromise or denial of the Christian faith?

The synods

gave diametrically opposed answers to these questions.
The Wisconsin and Norwegian Position
These two Synods believed that the scouting movement was by its very
nature religious

and implied a compromise

of faith.

In the divided

report given to the 1952 Synodical Conference Convention, the vlisconsin
and Norwegian Synods stated,
.•.
we are of the conviction that in some of the fundamental
features of the Scout program there are religious elements with which
a Christian cannot identify himse 1 f wi thout offending against the
Word of God.
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B. After discussing the Scout movement ..• we are al so of the
conv iction 1. That these objectionab 1e features have not been removed by
any changes that have been made in the organization and program of
Scouting;
2. That our objections to Scouting are not invalidated by anything that the Word of God teaches concerning the natural knowledge
of God and civic righteousness;
3. That the objectionable features of Scouting are still not
exc Iuded by the prov isions which this organization makes for operating Scout troops under the control of Lutheran pastors and congregations.
4. That membership of Lutheran troops in the national Scout
organization vitiates the clear testimony to sin and grace which the
Christian Church owes to the world.61
Specifically this buiJ t-in el ement of religion was the requirement
of each scout to recognize his ob Iigation to God. Granted that scouting
was designed to be used by a variety of denominations

and religions,

which could teach their own doctrine, it was incumbent on the church to
anal yze the kind of re 1igion advocated

by scouting.

Upon examination

several perversions of the truth of Scripture were identified within the
scouting movement.

The God of scoutism is never clearly defined, rather

he remains a vague power to which each is ab le to gi ve his own content.
Further the Son is never mentioned.
man is capable

Scouting assumes the unregenerate

of doing his duty to God without first repenting

recei v ing God's grace.

When it requires boys to gi ve an oath

and

to obey

God and do their duty, it exacts from them a pledge they are incapable of
keeping.

It perverts

the doctrine of the church by assuming that the

church must be vitally interested in the physical and social life of its
members and also gives the impression that all churches are essentially
equal.62
61 Proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1952, p. 147.
62Erhard C. Pankow, Scouting in the Light of Hol y Scr ipture,
(Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 1946), pp. 13-25.
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The Wisconsin Synod realized that its position on scouting was very
unpopular.

Yet they felt ob I igated to remain steadfast because God had

given them a responsibil ity to train the youth properly and ensure that
they were saved eternally.

It was bel ieved that scouting was a threat to

salvation because it implied salvation by good works, thus undermining
the doctrine of grace.

The youth of the church must be preserved

from

this danger at all costs.63
The Missouri

Synod position

on Boy Scouts was characterized

as

giving up unconditional reliance on grace to produce moral character for
the pursuit of one's own honor as the cause of sanctificaton.

It was

basing the building of the character of the church's youth on deistic and
naturalistic principles.64
The following

statement

summarizes

the Wisconsin and Norwegian

Synods' attitude toward those who aJ lowed the scouting movement a place
in the church:
Pastors and congregations who tolerate and even foster the Scout
Movement in their midst are gi v ing grave offense to their fe llowChristians and the world, and are living in open disobedience to the
Lord's plain command in II Cor. 6:14-18.
If, in spite of all
brotherly admonition, they continue in this offense, ~ey will bring
upon themsel ves the judgment of Romans 16:17-18....
5
63Conference of Presidents, The Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod of
Wisconsin and Other States, Continuing in His Word, Tract 7, (1954), pp.

2-3.
64Voss, Continuing In His Word 1850-1950, p. 80.
65Pankow, p. 31.
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The Missouri and SJovak Position
The Missouri

and SJovak

Synods perceived

scouting as a purely

secuJar organization which was sponsored by a church.

Since it was the

sponsoring church which gave content to the theology that was taught to
the boys, there need be no confJ ict. Therefore,

indi vidual

congre-

gat ions were free to make their own decision regarding what was right for
their situation.
In the report on Boy Scouts given by the Slovak and Missouri Synods
to the 1952 Synodical Conference Convention it was stressed that scouting
was not a source of internal agitation.

In addition the foJJowing posi-

tion on scouting was expressed.
1. Scoutism is a secular boys' organization designed to promote
good citizenship.
(That Scoutism advocates a life governed by
religious principles does not make it a religious movement.)
2. Scoutism does not teach religion.
(Scoutism expects the
churches to add the reJ igious element without which the program is
incomplete.) There are indeed in the Scout handbooks occasional
religious statements which are in confJict with our religious convictions and the professed purpose of Scoutism. However, the Church has
the opportunity to express its concern to Scout headquarters regarding such statements, and we know from experience that our concerns are heeded.
3. Scoutism "maintains that no boy can grow into the best kind
of citizenship
without recognizing
his obligation
to God."
(Scoutism, however, does not demand a deistic concept of God.)
4. Scoutism does not promise spirituaJ blessings such as forgiveness of sins, life, and sal vation, peace with God, etc., to those
who obey the Scout Jaw.
5. The Scout oath is not an oath in the re 1igious sense, but a
pledge.
6. Scouting has el iminated features which were objectionabl e.
(E.G., the original deistic concept of God, unionistic practices,
natura] istic instruction.)
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7. There is no Boy Scout author ity which supersedes the
author ity of the local pastor and the congregation in any phase of
the program gtfecting the spiritual welfare of Lutheran men and boys
in Scouting.
In 1954 Dr. Martin Scharleman defended the position of the Missouri
Synod on scouting
Convention.

in an essay presented

to the Synodical

Conference

There he stressed that it was not the Missouri Synod which

had changed its position, as charged by the Wisconsin Synod, but rather
it was the Boy Scouts who had changed.67
Dr. Scharlemann further defended the assertion that the religious
aspects of scouting do not make it objectionable.
Concerning the objection that the Boy Scouts of America is a
religious movement, the position of the Missouri Synod is that it is
not if you understand this in its full sense. To be sure the Boy
Scouts have a religious aspect in its assumption in the existence of
a God. But then so does the public school system when it asks
children to say the pledge of allegiance, which contains the phrase
"one nation under God".
A religious organization in the fullest sense of the term is one
which has a body of beliefs and distinct teachings. Thus we speak of
the Mohammedan or Hindu religion. In this sense the Boy Scouts are
not a religious organization. They have no established set of doctrines nor are they concerned with the matter of eternal life.
Rather, they turn over the content of their religious aspect to the
church to which the Scout be longs.
To state there is a God is not necessarily a contradiction of the
statement that God is triune. In a law court when a Christian takes
an oath and states that he is tel ling the truth "So help me God,"
this is not understood as a denial of the Trinity, even though there
are others who take this same oath ignorant that God is Triune. As
the Christian says those words he assumes that God is Triune. The
same is true when the Christian reads a reference in the Scout material. When he sees the word God~8 understands by it the Triune God
and does not compromise his faith.
66 Proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1952, p. 146.
67Scharlemann, Proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1954, pp. 80-81.
68Scharlemann, Proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1954, p. 83.
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The position of the Wisconsin Synod was rejected as not having been
proven and the Missouri Synod indicated it was unwilling to change its
position unl ess convinced to do so on the basis of the vJord of God•
• . • Missouri has never once said or indicated that it w i I 1 not
bow before God's Word in matters of practice. Its consistent stand
on lodgery, where the Word of God speaks plainly,
indicates
Missouri's willingness to let the Word of God rule. Missouri is
ready and willing to let the Word of God decide this issue. But
Missouri is not willing to accept a resolution of any church body in
this matter as deciding the issue. Wisconsin has not proved to the
satisfaction of the Missouri Synod that Wisconsin's interpretation
and understanding of the Scout program is correct and therefore
Missouri cannot a~it that the BibJe passages quoted are applicable
to the situation. 9
EvaJuation
In their evaJ uation of scouting the synods reached opposing conclusions.

The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods bel ieved that Scouting by

its very nature was a

r-e J

igion which taught work righteousness

and to

participate in any form was a contradiction of the Gospel and ultimately
a deniaJ of Chr ist. The Missouri and Slovak Synod considered ita secular organization whose religious eJements were such that they couJd be
compatible with Lutheran theology.
Since each group, after restudy, had not al tered its concJ usions
and steadfastly

maintained

its position, the issue obviously

potentiaJ of being an ongoing source of discord between them.

had the
It did in

fact remain unresoJved and caused much bitterness.
69The Lutheran Church-Missour i Synod, A Fra terna J Word on the
Questions in controversy between the Wisconsin Synod and the Missouri
Synod, (1953), p , 18.

CHAPTER V
WHAT DESTROYED THE SYNODICAL CONFERENCE
Introduction
As the controversy developed within the Synodical Conference, each
side was convinced that its position was firmly based on the Scriptures
and that it was right in its interpretation
Scriptures

to the disputed

issues.

and application

of the

This attitude is apparent in the

comments of Julian ~ Anderson of the Norwegian Synod as he published a
report in the Lutheran Sentinel, eval uating the 1954 Synodical Conference
Convention.

His comments take on added significance when it is remem-

bered that, with the hope that concensus and reconciliation
achieved, a major part of this convention
trinal

presentations

could be

was devoted to thorough doc-

in which both sides stated

their respecti ve

positions.
When the smoke of debate and discussion had died away it was
evident that neither side had been convinced by the presentations of
the other. Repeatedly the sentiment was expressed by spokesmen for
the Missouri Synod that they were convinced that their position and
practices regarding these controverted points were scriptural and
correct in spite of heated protests voiced by the Wisconsin and
Norwegian synods over the past 19 years. The net result was that the
delegates of the Wisconsin and Norwegian synods left the convention
feeling that their scripturally based objections had fallen on deaf
ears. 1
1Julian ~ Anderson, "Report of the 1954 Synodical
Convention," Lutheran Sentinel, 23 (Dec. 12, 1954):364.
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But Just what was it which brought these once friend] y synods to
such loggerheads?

During the years of controversy within the Synodical

Conference, the Missouri Synod was accused of having changed its position.

Attention was focused on a variety of issues,

Lnc I

uding felJow-

ship, the military chaplaincy, scouting, and doctrinal agreements such as
the Cornmon Confession.

Several doctrines such as conversion, election,

universal justification, the Scrpi tures, the call, separation of church
and state! and work righteousness were caught up in the debate over these
issues. And yet the dispute was not doctrinal in the sense that one side
denied basic doctrines whil e the other side uphe 1d them.

Rather, they

argued over how the Scriptures were to be app I ied to current situations
and institutions.

For this reason the demise of the Synodical Conference

does not lie in the various issues themselves.
Nor did the real probl ern I ie in the charge that the Missouri Synod
had changed.

Change could

be for the better.

The Wisconsin

Synod

acknowledged that some of its practice in earlier days left something to
be desired and they had changed to a more staunchly Lutheran position.
St i I 1 another knotty problem was that of our Synod's relation to
the churches in Germany and to other synods in this country. In the
ear 1 iest days of our Synod many pastors and members of the congregations, who were accustomed to the laxness that prevailed in
Germany, did not take differences in doctrines very seriously. For
some it was enough if a congregation called itself Lutheran or
Evangelical; little attention was paid to doctrine or practice. So
it happened that a goodl y number of Germans, when they saw the name
Evangelical, believed that they had found the same church they had
belonged to in the Fatherland, and thus drifted into churches that
were more Methodist than Lutheran. For others the name Lutheran
seemed a sufficient guarantee that the church was a safe one to join.
It was a painful struggle for pastors and congregations to win their
way to a fi!~ Lutheran foundation in thier preaching and practice and
to take a stand against the loose unionism of some of the Eastern
synods and particular 1y against the church in Germany, which was a
merger of Lutheran and Reformed elements,
without any firm conv iction in ei ther direction. But under the 1eadership of men like
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Ado l f Hoenecke our Synod found its way into the clear and declared
itself for a sound Lutheranism. When that decision was made, the way
was cleared for the formation of the Lutheran Synodical Conference in
1872 and for intimate fraternal relations with the Missouri Synod.2
Further proof that the issue was not change itself is shown by the
fact that some of Missouri's
Wisconsin

and Norwegian

changes

Synods.

Prime

Missouri's change of opinion regarding
purchase of life insurance.

produced

no problems

examples

of this

for the
include

the taking of interest and the

These two areas were identified as some of

the earl y probl ems separating the Wisconsin and Missouri Synods in wh i ch
Missour i's changes were we 1come)
The problem of properly evaluating the cause of the destruction of
the Synodical

Conference

is further complicated

by the fact that the

Missouri and Wisconsin Synods had been able to continue fraternal re Lations despite a significant disagreement over the doctrine of the church.
Edmund Reim of the Wisconsin Synod notes that liberals

and some con-

servatives have charged the Wisconsin Synod with inconsistency because of
its objections to the ALC position allowing a measure of doctrinal difference, when it has done the same thing by continuing in the Synodical
Conference,

even though there was a difference

church between it and the Missouri Synod.

in the doctrine of the

Reim, however, repudiates the

charge, claiming that in reality it was not a doctrinal disagreement but
rather a difference in judgment regarding the application of doctrine.
2Erwin Kowal ke, You and Your Synod: The Story of the WIsconsin
Evangel ical Lutheran Synod (Mil waukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing
House, 1961), pp. 20-21.
3A• P. Voss, editor-in-chief, Continuing In His vlord 1850-1950:
The History of the Evangel ical Lutheran Joint Synod of vJisconsinand
Other States (Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 1951), p.64.
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Hhat then are the facts?
We grant that marked differences of
opinion have been expressed in discussions of this doctrine of the
ministry and the Church. We maintain, however, that this has been
due soJeJy to a fai I ure to understand the position of Wisconsin. vie
maintain that there is no difference in the doctrine. Whatever
differen~e there may be is confined to the appJication of the
doctrine.
Professor Reim then continues to expJain in detaiJ both the essentiaJ doctrinaJ agreement between the Missouri and Wisconsin Synods,
and how they differed in appJication.
consists of the beJievers

Both teach that the Church, which

who have gathered around the Word, and the

office of the ministry, which exists in that Church, are divine institutions which exist by the wilJ and order of God.
agreed in doctrine.

They are therefore

The difference appears in the app I ication of that

doctrine.
Rather sharply Missouri restricts its concept of a divinely
instituted church to the local congregation. It restricts the idea
of a divinely instituted ministry to the pastorate of such JocaJ
congregation.
All other offices, such as of Christian teachers,
professors, synodicaJ executive officers, etc., it considers as being
branched off from this basic office, without a specific command of
God, in Christian liberty. In the same way it considers all bodies
of Christians beyond the Jocal congregation, such as synods, conferences, etc., a purely human arrangement. Wisconsin, on the other
hand, carefuJJy refrains from restricting these concepts in this
matter. It sees in "ministry: a comprehensive term which covers the
various speciaJ offices with which the ascended Lord has endowed His
Church (Eph. 4, 11-12). It finds in the descriptive name of "Church"
(ekkJesia: they who are caJled out) a term which appJies with equal
propriety to the various groupings into which the HoJ y Spiri t has
gathered His beJievers, JocaJ congregations as weJJ as larger
groups.5
The crucial question is, if they could live with this earlier
difference

in appl ication regarding

the Church and office of the

Ministry) why could they not now live with these later problems, which
4E. Reim, "The Debate on Union - Doctrinal Differences in the
Synodical Conference," Northwestern Lutheran, 34 (3 August 1947):245.
5Reim, "The Debate on Union," p. 246.
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were also essentially differences in appJication?

The purpose of this

chapter is to identify what caused the dispute involving these various
issues and doctrines
became

so serious

to reach the state that disagreement
that it destroyed

the harmony

over them

of the SynodicaJ

Conference and led to its destruction. Therefore the emphasis will not be
a detaiJed study of the issues invol ved or on what happened, but on why,
because of these issues and events, the Norwegian Synod in 1955 and the
Wisconsin Synod in 1961 felt they could no longer remain in felJowship
with the Missouri Synod, which in turn led them to withdraw

from the

Synodical Conference in 1963. In order to provide proper perspective, the
chapter will begin with a brief review of the doctrinaJ issues and take
note of some of the key events.

The major discussion

of this chapter

wi]] focus on the ultimate question of why these disagreements produced
such drastic consequences.
The Doctrinal Issues
The main doctrinal issue dividing the Synodical Conference involved
feJJowship.

What was its nature, what level of agreement was necessary

for groups to dec I are fe I Jowship wi th one another, what kinds of Joint
acti v ities were acceptabl e between those not in fel lowship, and was there
reaJ ly agreement between the Missouri Synod and the American Lutheran
Church?
Regarding
necessary

the nature of fellowship

for it to be declared,

Synodical Conference.

and the level

there was no disagreement

of agreement
within the

When Four Statements on Fellowship was published

in 1960, the first part of the Missouri Synod's statement, which deal t
with the basic nature of fe110wship and indicated that fellowship must be
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based on true unity,

was acceptable.6

But

the second part of the

Missouri Synod statement, which applied these principles to the current
situation, aroused a storm of protest)

In essence, the Wisconsin and

Norwegian Synods were convinced that I'1issouriwas not correctly putting
into practice its doctrine of fellowship.
This conclusion that Missouri's practice of fellowship was faul ty
also lay behind the problems of Joint Prayer and Joint Work.
synods

As the

argued over cooperation in external s or joint work,8 the issue

was not if such a distinction
were truly external.

was legitimate.

All agreed some things

However, the dispute centered on the definition of

what properly belongs to this category.

In each instance the argument

would be, "Is this activity really external, or does it involve spiritual
work, which must be rejected."

They could not agree on the proper

application.
When the Missouri Synod made an official distinction between Joint
prayer, which was acceptable in certain instances, and prayer fellowship,
which followed a formal declaration of fellowship, their purpose was to
6See the statement of the ELS to the 1960 Synodical Conference.
Proceedings of the Forty-Sixth Convention of the Ev. Luth. Synodical
Confernce of North America, 1960, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing
House, 1960), p. 47.

7 The ELS presented a resolution calling on the Missouri Synod to
scrap Part II of its Theology of Fellowship. Proceedings of the FortySeventh Convention of the Ev. Luth. Synodical Conference of North
AIDerica, 1962 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub 1 ishing House, 1963),
pp. 54-55.
8This referred to acti v ities in which Lutheran bodies, not in an
official fel lowship rel ationship, could work toegther. The contrast was
jointl y doing spiritual work, which was to be rejected as unionism if
there were no fellowship.
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formalize

what had actually

predestinarian
Lutheran

controversy,

been an earlier practice.
joint discussions

Prior to the

of doctrine with other

church bodies were opened with prayer.

The Wisconsin

and

Norwegian synods regarded this as an invalid distinction and an innovation from past practice, accusing the Missouri Synod of changing its
doctrinal position.
There is no question that the Missouri Synod said something official 1Y that had not been said before; however, it was not a new position.
The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods conceded this ear Iier practice, but
none-the-less regarded it as a false distinction.

Their main objection

to opening discussions with the ALe with prayer was not that such prayers
were never proper.

Rather, they contended, prayer was improper in this

instance due to the attitude present in the ALe which allowed
certain amount of latitude in doctrine.

for a

They questioned the genuineness

of the ALe commitment to reach unity. Therefore there could be no joint
prayer wi th the ALe because al 1 parties invol ved were not seeking the
same goal.

When the Norwegian

and Wisconsin

Synods agreed that in

certain specific, past instances these prayers at the time of a doctrinal
discussion had been proper, in effect they were allowing in practice what
the Missouri Synod was trying to a I low in theory.

Therefore, when the

Missouri Synod stated that prayer is appropriate in certain circumstances
between those seeking doctrinal unity, since it could point to what had
been the practice in the past, it hardly stands to reason that this can
be construed

as a new position.

If anything,

it is a change back to

their original practice.9

9In a discussion with the author on July 17, 1985 Professors Martin
O. Westerhaus and Edward Fredrich of the Wisconsin Synod did not fully
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The final aspect involving

the issue of fellowship

focused on

whether or not the agreements between the Missouri Synod and the American
Lutheran Church were based on true unity or were compromises.
especially

apparent in the dispute involving

This was

the Common Confession.

While key doctrines were debated, objective justification, conversion,
the inspiration of Scriptures, election, and the Antichrist, Missouri was
not accused of advocating false doctrine. Rather the dispute centered on
whether this document had in fact resolved
regarding these doctrines.

the historic differences

The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods believed

that the Missouri Synod, in an effort to find union, had agreed to a weak
statement which did not properly rule out false doctrine, and therefore
al lowed fal se doctrine to stand.

In essence, Missouri was charged with

failure to live up to her official position of seeking fellowship only on
the basis of true unity. While some members of the Missouri Synod agreed
with this assessment,

the majority of the Missouri Synod strenuously

denied this accusation and insisted that true unity remained their goal.
Two additional areas of dispute plagued the Synodical Conference.
The first focused on whether a deistic concept of God and tendencies
toward work righteousness were inherent in the Boy Scout movement.
v iousl y none of the synods
teachings.

suggested

that these

Ob-

were acceptab 1e

They also agreed that the god of scouting was deistic and

that work righteousness

could be inferred from statements

in the boy

scout handbook. The point of contention was whether the guarantee of the
agree with this assessment. They viewed this distinction as a doctrinal
change in the sense that by formalizing an exception to the practice of
prayer fellowship, in effect this becomes a doctrinal change.
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Scouting organization, which gave the pastor of the local congregation
sponsoring the troop control over what doctrine was taught in that troop,
was a sufficient safeguard for the doctrines such as justification
faith and the Trinity,

or whether deism and work righteousness

by
were

intrinsic to the scouting movement.
The second area focused on the military chaplaincy and involved two
doctrines,
Norwegian

the separation

of church and state and the ca I l.

The

and Wisconsin Synods did not accuse the Missouri Synod of

denying the validity of the separation of church and state. Missouri was
accused of refusing to correctly
chaplaincy

as then constituted.

apply this doctrine to the miJitary
The Missouri

Synod disagreed

and

countered that the military chaplaincy maintained a proper distinction.
The same scenario occurred regarding

the doctrine of the call.

The

Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods said this doctrine was violated because
the man sought the call and the government
granting the position.

made the final decision in

The Missouri Synod on the other hand insisted the

sanctity of the call process was not violated.

The church approved the

list of candidates and forwarded it to the government.
Key Events in the controversy
The apparent tranquil Jity of the Synodical Conference was disrupted
in 1938 when, at its st. Louis Convention, the Missouri Synod resol ved
that the Brief Statement and the Declaration

of the American Lutheran

Church should be regarded as sufficient basis for a future declaration of
fellowship. It was further stated that the only thing which yet hindered
such a declaration of fel lowship at this time was the contrast between
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the position of the ALe, which allowed for differences in non-fundamental
doctr ines, and the posi tion of the Missour i Synod, which considered it
necessary to attain ful I agreement hoth in doctrine and practice.
Norwegian

and Wisconsin

Synods vigorously

protested

The

this agreement

because they contended that the Declaration contained false doctrine in
the areas of justification, conversion, and the inspiration of Scripture.
When the ALe at its 1938 Sandusky

convention

stated that the Brief

Statement was to be understood in the light of their Declaration,

this

convinced them even more thoroughly that the ALe had not changed its old
erroneous

positions,

and that there was no true unity.

Both the

Norwegian and Wisconsin Synods indicated that any agreement should be
expressed in a singJe document if it was to truly function as a basis of
fellowship.
When this one document, the Doctrinal

Affirmation,

produced in 1944, it too proved unsatisfactory.
complaints

was final Ly

Not only were there

regarding its contents, the fact that the negotiations

had

only been between the Missouri Synod and the ALe, in effect meant that
the Missouri Synod had acted unilaterally and presented the other synods
with an accomplished

fact, rather than allowing

them input into the

process.
Two events from the 1944 convention of the Missouri Synod proved to
be burning issues.

These were the officiaJ distinction

made between

joint prayer and prayer fellowship, and the resolution which allowed each
congregation to make its own decision about organizing a boy scout troop
in their congregation.
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When forty-four pastors and professors of the Missouri Synod signed
A Statement in 1945, this resulted both in internal difficulties within
the Missouri
Synods.

Synod and in an outcry from the Norwegian and Wisconsin

This statement was viewed by opponents as a definite weakening

of the Synodical Conference position regarding church
an invitation to unionism.

f'e

Llowship and as

What was especially disturbing was the fact

that those who signed were not disciplined,

but rather allowed

to

withdraw it as a tool of discussion.
The Common Confession was released in 1949, and when it was declared
to be in harmony with the Scriptures and adopted by the Missouri Synod in
1950 as a statement of agreement between itself and the ALC, it generated
significant controversy.
there was true agreement.

The Wisconsin Synod responded by denying that
They asserted that the Common Confession

proc 1aimed an untruth when it dec lared that past differences had been
settl ed, when in fact they had not been settled.

Rather, they had been

glossed over by finding wording with which both parties could agree.
For the Synodical Conference the beginning of the end came already
in 1952, when the convention of the Wisconsin Synod declared its fel lowship relations

with the Missouri Synod to be in statu confessionis10

because of the dispute over the Common Confession. Later, in 1955, the
Norwegian Synod suspended relations with the Missouri Synod.
point, however,
participated

both still remained in the Synodical

At this

Conference and

in the del iberations attempting to resol ve the confl ict.

The position of the Wisconsin Synod was solidified

in 1961 when they

10A posture of having officially
another's position.

disagreement

registered

with
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declared an impasse had been reached in discussions

with the Missouri

Synod, and formally suspended relations.
In 1962 resolutions

were presented

to the Synodical

Conference

Convention by both the Wisconsin Synod and the Norwegian Synod calling
for the dissolution
longer true unity.

of the Synodical

Conference because there was no

When this was defeated, the Wisconsin and Norwegian

Synods withdrew from the Synodical Conference in 1963, although they at
this time still retained Missouri Synod declared

that the Synodical

Conference no longer served a useful purpose, and initiated steps to
dissolve

it.11

The Slovak

become a non-geographical

Synod, which in 1965 had been invited to
district of the Missouri Synod, officially

became part of the Missouri Synod in 1969.12
What Destroyed the Synodical Conference
Put very simply, the Synodical Conference ceased to exist because
the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods withdrew from it and the S 10 vak Synod
elected to become a non-geographic district of the Missouri Synod.

This

in turn raises the question as to why the Wisconsin and Norwegian synods
fe 1tit was necessary for them to withdraw from the Synodical Conference.
Again, put very simply, it was because they bel ieved that the Missouri
Synod had changed and was using the power of its majority vote to do
whatever it pleased.
11Convention Proceedings Forty-Seventh Regular Convention The
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1967, p. 99.
12Convention Proceedings Forty-Eighth Regular Convention The
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1969, p. 94.
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But behind these very simple assessments lies a very complex picture.

Since the doctrinal

Conference

dispute between the synods of the Synodical

was over application

doctrine, doctrinal

and practice rather than a denial of

difference did not destroy the Synodical Conference.

The earlier, similar dispute over the proper application of the doctrine
of the church had not produced a split. Nor was it the added fact of the
continuing efforts of the Missouri Synod and the American Lutheran Church
to reach a mutual recognition

of fe 1 lowship.

Whi Le this was the issue

which precipitated the controversy and remained a focal point throughout,
yet this too was only a symptom of a deeper tension within the relationships of the Synodical Conference.
Certainly it did not help matters that all parties in the dispute
considered their position to be Scripturally correct, while accusing the
other side of abandoning the Scriptures and basing their position on nonScr iptural reasons.

This at ti tude is c I ear 1y ill ustrated in the fo 1-

lowing statement made by the Wisconsin Synod in commenting on the issue
of scouting.
Our sister synod has supported it and has several hundred troops in
its congregations.
This makes it hard to y ie Id. We have based our
position on Scriptural principles. Therefore we can not give ground.
The committees working on this need our prayers.
But surely there is no problem as to the correctness of the stand
which we have taken. In the light of Scripture, can we take any
other? 13
For its part the Missouri Synod said much the same. In the July 19
and August 2, 1955 issues of the Lutheran

Witness, President

Behnken

specifically asserted that the Missouri Synod positions were Scripturally
13Edumnd C. Reim, Where Do We Stand? An Outl ine of the Wisconsin
Position (Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 1950), pp. 20,

24.
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correct.14

Then in his presidential address to the 1956 Missouri Synod

Convention, after referring to charges that Missouri had abandoned its
heritage, he indicated that the task of the Missouri Synod was to hold on
to its Scriptural heritage.
All this is of special importance at this time. God has graciously remembered our beloved Synod with purity of doctrine for 109
years. This is marvelous mercy. None of us have deserved this
grace. We cannot thank God sufficiently for this blessing. However,
at this time we face the sad fact that sister synods in the Synodical
Conference have accused us of false doctrine and of causing divisions
and offenses contrary to the doctrine which they have learned. This
is the first time for many years that a sister synod has brought such
charges against our Synod. If they can be substantiated on the basis
of Scripture, they should be acknowledged and corrected. If, on the
other hand, they cannot be proved with clear statements of Holy Writ,
they should be withdrawn. God's Word must decide these issues. Our
position is clear. He must hold fast the profession of our faith.
We must do so wi thout wavering, Le., unfJ inchingl y, unyieldingl y.
We are dealing with a most precious heritage, which we must learn to
know ever more thoroughly. We must not only have it, but also hold
it.15
UI timatel y what destroyed the Synodical Conference was the uncer-.
tainty within the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods regarding the direction
of the Missour i Synod.

They be I ieved that Missour i was deserting the

conservative camp in order to make their position more compatible with
the tenor of the times, and in the process would drag them along.
The Basic cause
The basic cause,

which lay at the bottom of the trouble, was the

charge that the Missouri Synod had become liberal in two key areas.

The

14John H. Behnken, "Your Synod," The Lutheran Witness, 74 (July 19,
1955):262; 74 (August 2, 1955):278-279.
15proceedings of the Forty-Third Regular Convention of The Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, 1956, (st. Louis, Missouri: Concordia Publishing
House, 1956), pp. 3-4.
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most pervasive prob lem was an uncertainty regarding Missouri's attitude
toward the level of agreement necessary for a declaration of fellowship.
This developed as a result of three sets of declarations, which had been
made after lengthy fellowship discussions between the Missouri Synod and
the Amer ican Lutheran Church.16

vJhen it was announced that doctrinal

agreement had been reached, the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods objected.
They contended that there was a lack of doctrinal unity invol ving the
areas of conversion,

ejection, and justification.

When the Missouri

Synod insisted these agreements were va IId, the Wisconsin and Norwegian
Synods concluded

that the Missouri Synod had abandoned

its historic

position of insisting that a declaration of feJJowship had to be based on
true unity.
Later, the wording used in the Common Confession, which stated
regarding the inspiration of Scripture that the Holy Spirit had gi ven
content and fitting word, raised more doubts.17

The Wisconsin and

Norwegian Synods suspected that Missouri had not only compromised

her

position on the inspiration of the Scripture but, worse, had drifted into
the JiberaJ camp.
To be sure, the officiaJ
acknowledged as fuJJy orthodox.
Wisconsin

and Norwegian

statements

of the Missouri Synod were

The problem was that in the eyes of the

Synods her actions were giving a different

16The statements invol ved in the three declarations of agreement
were the Brief Statement and ALC Dec]aration, the Doctrina] Affirmation,
and the Common Confession.
17This wording was taken directly from the ALC Dec]aration and was
agreeable to liberal views prevailing in the ULCA, which rejected
Missouri's doctrine of verba] inspiration. The Lutheran "The Church in
the News" 32 (5 April, 1950):7-9.
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message.

The fact that Missouri had agreed to Common Confession

was

itself seen as another indication of a liberal drift.
What has come to fruition in the Common Confession is not an
accident. To hark back to an oft-quoted remark of Professor Reim:
"It follows a pattern." That a person might inadvertentl y do that
for which he would not want to be held responsible when its full
implications have been pointed out to him, we all grant. But when a
movement in a I 1 its disturbing aspects is ever mov ing toward "the
left," you have a valid reason for holding that the KOlonne-li~ks
maneuver is more dear to the marchers than is the Kolonne-rechts.'
This bel ief, that a liberal istic and unionistic trend was surging
forward in the Missouri Synod, proved to be the real culprit in bringing
about the destruction of the Synodical Conference.
Behind the issues which are disturbing the fraternal relations
between the Missouri Synod and Our (sic) Wisconsin Synod we of the
Wisconsin Synod see a very dangerous unionistic trend on the part of
the Missouri Synod, not necessarily a conscious one but one that is
ev ident neverthe less. And this unionistic trend has led the two
Synods to a sharp disagreement in a number of issues--disagreement
which, in spite of numerous and lengthy negotiations, we have been
unable to settle--so that we are today faced with a situation in
which we must seriously consider whether we are not under Obligation
to the Word of our God to make a very clear confession by action.19
Through their association with the Missouri Synod in the Synodical
Conference, the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods feared their doctrinal
position

would be undermined.

Therefore this spirit of unionism and

compromise, which they believed prevailed in the Missouri Synod, was a
significant danger that must be resisted.
18Norman Madson, "The Norwegian Synod's Reasons for Rejecting the
'Common Confession'," Proceedings of the Forty-Third Convention of the
Ev. Luth. Synodical Conference of North America, 1954, (st. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1955), p. 55.
19W• O. Pless, "Background of the Present Issues Between The
Missouri and Wisconsin Synods," A paper presented to a special meeting
of the Northern Wisconsin District, Reedsville, Wisconsin, 5 October
1953, p. 1.
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If we look back to 1938, we can say with conviction that if
obstacles had not been put in its way, Missouri would long since have
entered into a I tar and pulpit fel lowship with the A.L.C. Other members of the Synodical Conference would have been dragged along into
that union if they had not raised objection. And today we should, in
a I I I ikel ihood, have been discussing an extension of the merger to
inc I ude the E.L-C. and the Uni ted Lutheran Church and membership in
the World Council of Churches. What prevented the 1938 plan from
being carried out?
It was the objections of Wisconsin, of the
Norwegian Synod, and of that minority of the Missouri Synod that was
so overwhe I ming I y outvoted in Mil waukee. In the absence of those
three protesting groups the union movement would have proceeded
inexorably. Missouri would continue to say: We have not changed our
doctrine or our practice. The A.L.C. woul d say with equal firmness:
Nei ther have we changed our doctr ine or our practice. And yet they
agree on the Common Confession. The Brief Statement is fine, they
say, but we can't agree on it; so let's agree on something else. The
CornmonConfession served that purpose.20
Contributing Factors to the Charge
Certain attitudes and perceptions which the Norwegian and Wisconsin
Synods had, both

concerning

themselves

American Lutheran Church, were contributing
Missouri had become liberal.

and the basic nature of the
factors to the charge that

In addition, there was a feeling of having

been hurt and betrayed by the Missouri Synod.

For in the process of

looking for new friends, Missouri was dumping the old.
the development

The resul twas

of a different spirit between those who had once been

brothers and a call for the restructuring of the Synodical Conference.
20E• E. Kowal ke, "Unionism, the Communion Agreement, Negotiating
with Lodges, and Joint Prayer," Proceedings of the Forty-Third Convention
of the E v. Luth. Synodical Conference of North America, 1954, (st. Louis,
MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1955), p. 107.
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Attitudes in the Norwegian Synod
The events which led to the formation of the Norwegian Synod, the
Evangelical Lutheran Synod, made an indelible impression on its character. The Evangelical Lutheran Synod was formed in 1917 by a remnant of a
larger minority group who had opposed the 1912 Madison agreement, which
was the basis of the 1917 formation of the Evangel ical Lutheran Church.
The opposition of the minority had been based on the contention that the
Madison Agreement was a doctrinal compromise and therefore the union it
brought about was not based on true unity.

Most of the minority eventu-

ally went along with the agreement and became part of the merger church.
The remnant, the ELS, had been unwilling to compromise the truth.
The Norwegian

Synod, ELS, believed

it had a special mission to

perform, namely to stand up for purity of doctrine,

and its right to

exist depended on the faithful execution of that mission.
If we, then, should ever relax our own vigilance and a I low false
doctrine or indifference in doctrine to crop into our own circles,
unrebuked and undiscipl ined, we would become in no respect better
than those from whom we separated and all justification for continued
separation would disappear. In other words, our Norwegian Synod must
continue, actively and aggressively, to fight all false doctrine and
indifferentism-or else ~o back and join the Norwegian Church to which
it original I y belonged. 1
Since the Evangelica]

Lutheran Church was a member of the American

Lutheran Conference and in fellowship with the American Lutheran Church,
the Norwegian Synod, ELS, saw the union agreements between the Missouri
Synod and the American Lutheran as a negation of their right to exist.
21George O. LiJlegard, "Does the Norwegian Synod Have a Right to
Exist? ," Lutheran Sentinel 20 (10 February 1937):39-40.
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No matter what resolutions might be passed, as long as the ALC remained
affiliated

with the Evangelical

Lutheran Church and the Evangelical

Lutheran Church did not disavow the Madison Settlement Opgjor, the ELS
could not consider fellowship with the ALC.22
There was within the Norwegian Synod a crusading

spirit.

They

viewed themsel ves as a remnant who were heirs of a group who had been
willing to sacrifice all rather than follow the majority and compromise
with the truth. They for their part must also be willing to make the same
sacrifice.

This spirit is apparent in the address delivered to the 1953

Convention

of the ELS by Robert Preus entitled,

"Our Mission

as a

Remnant"
The reason why you are members of the Norwegian Synod ... can
be traced back to an action, a very unpopular action, taken by a
handful of ministers and congregations some thirty-five years ago.
These pastors and churches refused to go along with the crowd, they
refused to become a part of a dishonest church union, they refused to
compromise with false doctrine. Naturally, such concern for the
truth was interpreted by most people as dogmatism and cocksureness;
only irreconcilable
reactionaries and bigots could take such a
narrow stand. We, my friends, are gathered together today with the
persuasion that these peop I e by their stubborn action made no mistake. For to them there was something more dear than good fr iends,
more dear than comfortable living, more dear than outward peace and
union: namely, a good conscience, faithfulness to God's Word, pure
doctrine. This small group realized .•.
that you cannot tolerate
false doctrine, you cannot play along with it; for it is something
very ev Ll and dangerous and deadly. It is poison to the soul. And
let us not deceive ourselves and become secure, thinking that there
is nothing more to be done on this score, that the issue is settled
and the victory won. False doctrine and false teachers are as rife
today as weeds on a vacant lot. There always have been heresies and
there a I ways w i l 1 be ••.• 23
22C• M. Gullerud, "A Feel ing of Responsibil ity," Lutheran Sentinel
27 (27 April 1944):121-123.
23Theodore A. Aaberg, A City Set on a Hi] I A History of the
Evangel ical-Lutheran Synod (Norwegian Synod) 1918-1968 (Lake Mills, IA:
Graphic Publshing Company, 1968), pp. 180-181.
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When a committee

from the Missouri

Synod began to meet with a

committee of the ALe in an effort to reach doctrinal accord and facilitate a declaration of fellowship, the Norwegian Synod voiced a warning.
They indicated that experience had taught them this arrangement leads to
compromise and a denial of the truth.
When we elect a committee to be closeted in confidential negotiations with 1ike committees from errorist bodies who wi I 1 strive to
gain acceptance of their false views, we ha ve every reason to fear
that we must reckon wi th a l 1 the w i ly tactics of the arch-enemy of
truth. Let it be noted, too, that the prospects of convincing by our
testimony to the truth a committee which represents a body confirmed
in error, and through it the body itself, are very, very poor indeed.
Be it remembered also that the champions of false doctrine are usually satisfied if they gain for their error equal standing with the
truth; hence every manner of compromise is resorted to. The danger
is multiplied when, as is common, the errorists shower praises upon
their opponents in order to gain their personal good will. \fuen the
champions of truth are brought to admire the errorists for their
gentlemanly behavior and their fair-mindedness, and begin to think of
the many ab 1e and good men and women wUom they represent, then "the
1ust of the flesh" is near to victory.2
When the Missour i Synod

ignored

their ad v ice, ini tia 11 y the

Norwegian Synod put the best construction on the motives of the Missouri
Synod.
When we now find ourselves faced with the duty of voicing our
objections to the present union movement in order that our people may
be warned of the dangers connected therewith, it is not because we
have any fear that the Missouri Synod as a body harbors any desire to
compromise with error in any way, but because we think it has been
led into a precarious position by an invitation to negotiate with
opponents by committees. Its strong desire to spread the true Gospe]
and testify to the truth of Scriptures caused some of its leaders to
]oak upon the inv itation as an opening for a thrust at error and a
chance to gain disciples for the true faith. It is our opinion that
these are the chief reasons for the acceptance of the invitation and
participation in negotiations by committee. 25
24Aaberg , pp. 139-140, Quoting 1936 ELS Report, pp. 42-43.
25J• E. Thoen, "The Present Union Movement
Lutheran Sentinel, 22 (27 March 1939):83.

among Lutherans

II,"
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Within the course of the controversy there is a perceptible change
in the attitude of the ELS toward the Missouri Synod.

It appeared to the

ELS that in spite of their warnings and the obvious compromises

they

found in the results, the Missouri Synod was going to do what it wanted.
Note their reaction to the way the dispute over the Common Confession was
hand led at the 1952 Synodical Conference Convention.

When the corrmittee

which had discussed the Common Confession brought its resolution to the
floor of the convention, it was unacceptable to the Missouri Synod

and

was promptly struck down, and eventuaJly a substitute motion, with which
the Missouri Synod could live, eventually passed.
What happened after 4: 15 on that Thursday afternoon many of us
wouJ d rather forget. Without discussing the mer its or fau1 ts of the
above three conclusions, the motion was made and passed that the
entire preamb Je formuJ ated by the committee should be struck. In
other words, committee no. 5 had been asked by the convention to come
with a judgment; when it was discovered that this judgment was unacceptab 1 e to the majori ty, there was not a singl e request ei ther to
expJain or to justify the unanimous decision of the committee;
wi thout further ado, the preambl e was thrown into the wastebasket.
Furthermore, despite the fact that a member of the doctrinal unity
committee representing the majority had assured committee no. 5 that
he was always willing to listen to the objections to the Common
Confession, there was after 4:15 on that Thursday afternoon not a
single voice of any official or semi-official representing the
majority raised in protest against the ruthless action to Strike the
unacceptable •
. . . if there is to be peace and understanding between a big
brother and a little
brother, the big brother cannot say to his
little brother-least of a I 1 in church work, "I asked you for your
honest opinion and judgment but upon hearing what you have to say, I
disagree wi t h you and therefo~e I wi 1 1 refuse to 1 isten. I strike
whatever you may have to say.n2
As a result of these attitudes, when the Missouri Synod persisted in
its attempts to decJare fellowship on the basis of what they considered
26Er ling Yl v isaker, "Comment-Synodical Conference Convention,"
Lutheran Sentinel, 35 (12 September 1952):259-260.
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compromises, it is no wonder that the Norwegian Synod felt compelled to
again stand up for what they believed to be the truth, no matter what it
cost them.
Attitudes in the Wisconsin Synod
The r/isconsin Synod

demonstrated

a deep-seated

concern

over

unionism, which was necessarily a compromise with the truth, and must be
avoided at all costs. Prof. E. Reim of the Wisconsin Synod, in his essay
to the Synodical Conference Convention in 1944, emphasized the serious
threat of compromise.

Compromise, with each side giving

a little and

gaining a little in order to resolve a difficulty, is very effective in
many areas, for example family prOblems, negotiations between labor and
management,

or between nations.

This approach can a Iso be used in the

church in certain areas as long as the truth is not at stake.
the truth is at stake there can never be compromise.

But when

While this might

appear unreasonable, it is the only God-pleasing course of action.27 The
result of the Wisconsin Synod's emphasis on the truth was that one was to
avoid

those with whom there was a disagreement.28

Fellowship

was

regarded as a unit concept in which total agreement was necessary before
there could
u I timate] y

be any kind of expression

of fellowship.

True unity is

"the highest common multiple of our conv ictions.,,29

27 E. Reim, "The Church and Christian Liberty," Proceedings of the
Thirty-eighth Convention of the Ev. Luth. Synodical Conference of North
America, 1944, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub I ishing House, 1944), pp. 2325.
28Kowalke, Proceedings Synodical Conference, 1954, p. 104.
March

29"Siftings," "The Problem of unity," Northwestern Lutheran, 34 (16
1947):87.
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This attitude
Missouri

influenced

the Wisconsin Synod's rejection of the

Synod's position which allowed

prayer in certain instances

without a full declaration of fellowship,

as well as the invol vement of

the Missouri Synod in joint work.

were regarded as compromises

These

with the truth and violations of concept that fellowship must be based on
total unity.
The Wisconsin Synod Position: Concerning fellowship we hold, as
Luther once stated it, "that there must be ei ther genuine uni ty or
none at all,"
To bring the differences in principles more sharply into focus,
we ask these questions:
1. Should church fellowship be treated as a unit concept, covering every joint expression, manifestation, and demonstration of a
common faith? Does joint prayer, for instance, in principJe presuppose the same fundamental unity of faith as does joint communion?
To this question we answer yes, and the Missouri Synod answers
no.
2. Do the same principles govern all joint expressions, manifestations, and demonstrations of a common faith? Do the same principl es which apply in determining who can practice puJ pi t and al tar
feJlowship apply also in deciding who may pray together and jointly
engage in various kinds of spirituaJ work?

To this question we answer yes, and the Missouri Synod answers
no.30
-Attitudes Toward the American Lutheran Church
The Wisconsin

and Norwegian

Synods were both suspicious

of the

motives with which the American Lutheran Church entered doctrinaJ discussions.

Not onl y were these synods con v inced that error was present in

the ALC, but what was even more distressing was their perception that the
3°Commission on DoctrinaJ Matters, GarJ Lawrence, Chairman,
FelJowship Then and Now Concerning the Impasse in the Intersynodical
Discussions on Church FeJJowship (probabJy in 1960.), pp. 5-6.
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ALe

was willing to toJerate a certain amount of error and was therefore

not sincere in its attempts to reach agreement.
major contributing
Conference.

factor

This suspicion was a

to the distintegration

of the Synodical

This attitude made the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods very

cautious in evaluating any doctrinaJ agreement that was reached, because
they feared a compromise.
The prob Jem wi th the at titude of the ALe, as it stated that there
are certain differences which do not prevent a declaration of fellowship,
was that they did not consider it a depJorable

condition,

that these

differences exist, and felt no compulsion to strive with alJ diligence to
r-e so I ve

them.

Rather their principle was that it was not necessary to

achieve full agreement ever. The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods believed
their contention had been proven by the assurance given by the ALe to its
sister synods in the American Lutheran Conference. The ALe specificalJy
stated that it had not changed its position and given in to Missouri.
This made it crystal clear; for the ALe the princple remains, that in the
case of non-fundamental doctrines, there is no need to work toward full
agreement. 31
The Norwegian and Wisconsin Synods believed that the ALe was firmly
con v inced it was right and had no intention to change. The leaders of the
ALC were making propaganda

for their positions and certainly

percei ve of t hem se I ves as "Weak Brethren."

The ALC be 1 ieved it was

Missouri that was being disloyal to the Scriptures.32
31nThe Debat.e on Union Where
34 (25 May 1947):165-167.

1))

did not

The remarks of

We Stand? ," Northwestern Lutheran,

32Among those specifically mentioned were Dr. Reu , who in a pamphlet "In the Interest of Uni ty" had attacked the tradi t i ona l Lutheran
doctrines regarding Unionism and Inspiration and Dr. W. W. Schramm, the
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Dr. Reu, who had been one of the ALC Commissioners
negotiations

involved

in the

between the ALC and the Missouri Synod prior to the 1938

agreement, con v inced the Norwegian and Wisconsin Synods the ALC had no
intention to seek unity.
Our committee was convinced
that it could not accept it (the
Brief Statement) without reservation"
(Kirchl. Zeitschr., 1941,
597) .•••
This much is certain, Our church (The ALC) will consent
to no definition of doctrine which goes beyond the Declaration which
has been made by us and been approved by our Synod. .•
The
Missouri Synod deceives itself if it supposes that in the formulating
of a new unified document any yielding on our part in this and
similar points could be effected or an acknowledgment of its interpretation as the only possible one and therefore the only one to be
justified to the excl usion of every other" (Kirch], Zeitschr., 1941,
596)33
This perception woul d obv iousl y lead the Wisconsin and Norwegian
Synods to scrutinize closely any document purporting to be an agreement.
Thus E. Reim indicated that one of the key questions to be asked in an
anal ysis of the Common Confession was, "Whether or not it breathes the
ALC Spirit, which is that there are areas of latitude in theological
opinion."34

In fact the very existence of the Common Confession proved

that there was no doctrinal unity.

When the ALC is ready to accept the

position of Missouri it will subscribe to the "Brief statement."35
editor of the ALC journal Lutheran Standard who in publishing a report on
the Columbus Conference had indicated that the powerful Missouri should
be included in the Lutheran Church of the future in spite of her
disloyalty to the Word of God in certain important respects. (George o.
Li 1 legard, "Are They 'Weak Brethren' or 'Fa I se Teachers'?," Lutheran
Sentinel, 26 (12 April 1943):100-102.)
33Aa b er g, p. 1 50.
34E• Reim, "As We See It" "This 'Common Confession
Northwestern Lutheran, 37 (26 February 1950):74-75.

of Faith' ,"

35Ahlert A. Strand, "The ALC and Mo have a New Document," Lutheran
Sentinel, 33 (12 March 1950):420.
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Since both the Wisconsin and Norwegiml Synods were firmly convinced
that the ALC would not change, when the Missouri Synod announced that
agreement

had been reached,

it must have been because Missouri

had

relinquished her historic, Scripturally true position.
But in concl uding this sketch of our synod's role in the movements toward Lutheran union, we must reckon with the fact that after
more than fifteen years of negotiations the differences between the
Missouri Synod and the American Lutheran Church have not been resol ved. Two of her sister synods have plainl y told the Missouri
Synod that her proposed settl ements of doctrinal matters wi t h the
American Lutheran Church have been unsatisfactory.
The reason for this failure to achieve true doctrinal unity lies
in the character of the American Lutheran Church. The history of one
of its members, the Iowa Synod, reveals a regrettable lack of zeal
for pure Scripture doctrine.
In the Civil War days we could not
identify oursel ves with Iowan's stand on Open Questions. Today the
American Lutheran Church, the merger group to which the former Iowa
Synod be longs, stiJ 1 maintains: "We are firml y conv inced that it is
neither necessary nor possible to agree on alJ non-fundamental doctrines." Furthermore, the American Lutheran Church is al together
unwi 11 ing to dissol ve its partnership with the other bodies in the
American Lutheran Conference (such as the Evangelical Lutheran Church
and the Augustana Synod), and it is anxious to preserve its working
relationship with the free and easy United Lutheran Church. It does
not even want to disentangle itself from the meshes of the unionistic
Lutheran World Federation, to which it belongs. Under these circumstances, is it any wonder that God-pI easing unity and sincere accord
with a synod of the Synodical Conference has not been achieved?
The persistence of the Missouri Synod in deal ing wi th a church
body that negotiates in two directions
at the same time has gi ven
our synod grave cause for concern in the past. Now our sister
synod's failure to share our concern, and her claim that all differences with the American Lutheran Church have been settl ed in the
document ca l led the Common Confession have compel 1ed us to protest
v igorousl y and to charge her wi th breaking the bond of un~ty that
has united us in the Synodical Conference for so many years.3
36The Conference of Presidents, Evangelical Lutheran Joint Syunod
of Wisconsin and Other States, Continuing in His Word Tract 1 Lutheran
Bodies in the U.S.A., 1954, pp. 5-6.
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Sense of Hurt
Behind

the charges

was also a deep sense on the part of the

Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods that they had been betrayed and hurt by
the Missouri Synod. This hurt surfaced in the discussion of a variety of
issues as well as in response to some of the actions of the Missouri
Synod. The debate over the Common Confession at the 1952 ~7nodical
Conference Convention gives clear evidence of this hurt.
Other
Synodical Conference debates a lso show this sense of hurt. At the 1954
Synodical Conference Convention, in discussing how the Missouri Synod
defended the practices, which the Wisconsin Synod considered unionistic,
E. E. Kowalke of the Wisconsin Synod stated:
According to the essays in this book, these acts of the Missouri
Synod are in no sense unionistic. They must necessariJ y, then, be
right and holy, done in obedience to the will and Word of God. The
Wisconsin Synod's objections and warnings, on the other hand, are
referred to as "working for a separation" (p. 61), as a "rush toward
separation" (p. 90), as though al 1 the painstaking admonition since
1938 were a heedless rush into separation, an unholy thing that
presumes to criticize the righteous dealings of the Missouri Synod in
respect to union wi th other churches, to ~orking arrangements wi th
scouting, military chaplaincy, and so on.3
When the Missouri Synod published A Fraternal Word, which was intended to be a defense of its position
controversy,
hurt.

regarding

the issues of the

the Wisconsin Synod fel t they had been both betrayed and

They had requested that their Standing Committee on Church Union

shoul d have a chance to study the document before it was gi ven general
publ ication or distributed to members of the Wisconsin Synod, and felt
this request had been granted.

When this procedure was not followed and

37See above pp. 171-172.
38Kowalke, Synodical Conference Proceedings, 1954, p. 106.
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the document was sent to some members of the Wisconsin Synod and also
published in the Lutheran Witness, they felt they had been betrayed.39
In addition,

the Wisconsin Synod was hurt because they be 1 ieved

that through misquotations and misrepresentations of their objections to
the Common Confession, A Fraternal Word had distorted the position of the
Wisconsin Synod.

This was pointed out to the Missouri Synod representa-

tives who attended the Wisconsin Synod reconvened Convention on October 8
and 9, 1953.

These representatives

rections woul d be made.

promised that the necessary

cor-

On this basis, that the necessary corrections

would be made, the Wisconsin

Synod agreed to heed the request of the

president of the Synodical Conference and allow A Fraternal Word to be
distributed
Synod.

to all pastors, professors,

and teachers of the Wisconsin

However, when they received their copies, they were dissatisfied

with the corrections that had been made, regarding them as only minor and
printed on the last page of the booklet.40
While they were unwilling to accuse the Missouri Synod of premeditation by deliberately shifting emphasis and making inaccurate quotations
in an effort to distort the position of the Wisconsin Synod, they were
incensed by the way their objections were handled.
The corrections, however, are totally inadequate, coming as notes
on the last page of the document. For one thing they are only being
sent to the people in the Wisconsin Synod, others will be unaware of
the corrections.
In addition "These corrections are limited to
technical details of printing and quotation. They ignore the bearing
which these misquotations have on the substance of our argumentation.
But this was and is the heart of the issue."

39The Standing Committee in Matters of Church Union, Oscar J.
Naumann, President, A Fraternal Word Examined, n.d., p. 2.
40A Fraternal Word Examined, p. 2.
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These corrections concede technical errors'4but hold fast to the
ground gained by the original misrepresentation. 1
The Missouri Synod was seen as obstinately doing what it wanted no
matter how this might hurt or offend those who disagreed.

A sense of

shock was expressed in an editorial of the Northwestern Lutheran because
the Lutheran Witness had published a report indicating that the ~lissouri
Synod had the third largest number of boy scout troops (187) and cub
scout packs (33) among Lutheran bodies. This was particularl y appall ing
because it was done in spite of known opposition within the Synodical
Conference.
Is it an attempt to violate and force the consciences of these
men and to create disruption? We dare not permit ourselves to draw
this conclusion.
But - what conclusion is one to draw from this
inexcusable publicity.
This action on the part of the Lutheran
Witness hurts beyond the ability of expressing it. Knowing the
position of some of them on the Boy Scout issue we at least had a
right to believe that they would honor our sincere opposition and so
say or wri te nothing that might embarrass us. Brotherl y love demanded it. And the we ll-known fact that wi thin the Missour i Synod
there are many who disagree with their Synod's policy in this matter
ought to have prompted the edi tors to use caution.
We are sick at
heart. We can't imagine the Missouri Synod doing such a thing under
the rugged leadership of ab 1e men ~f a few decades ago. We deep ly
deplore the incident, sick at heart. 2
A Different Spirit
As the controversy dragged on, it became apparent that a different
spirit between the synods was making Lt se lf manifest.
sessment made by those directl y involved.

This was an as-

FoI lowing the 1954 Synodical

Conference Convention, which had met in two sessions in order to focus on
the issues and attempt to resol ve the controversy,

Jul ian G. Anderson,

41Ibid., pp. 3-4.
42W. J. Schaefer, "Editorials "Boy Scouts and the Missouri Synod,"
Northwestern Lutheran, 32 (10 June 1945):122.
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one of the official

delegates

of the ELS, reported

in the Lutheran

Sentinel that a different spirit between the church bodies seemed to make
a resolution of the confl ict unl ikely.
The most discouraging thing about this 1954 convention, however,
was not so much the lack of progress, but the obv ious difference of
spirit displayed by the delegates of the Missouri and Slovak synods
on the one hand, and the Wisconsin and Norwegian synods on the other.
As the discussion wore on it became increasing 1y apparent that the
two groups looked upon the Scriptures in a different spirit and that
they approached their problem in a different spirit-that they no
longer thought alike or spoke the same language.
Just what the future of the Synodical Conference is on I y God, in
His omniscience, knows. It is the considered opinion of this writer,
however, that we are dr ifting farther and farther apart from those
who were once our brethren in the Missouri Synod. Whether the breach
can be healed is something which is in the hands of Christ, the Lord
of the Church. Judging from East Detroit and Chicago, however, it
would be close to the truth to say that it would \~ke a miracle
almost as great as the conversion of Nineveh to do so.
This different spirit showed itself in what can only be described as
a confrontational approach.
Conference,
Synodical

Dr. Daniel, the president of the Synodical

in his presidential
Conference

address

to the last meeting of the

in 1964, referred to what he perceived

as an at-

titude which gave lists of demands and establ ished timetabl es.
For years we have patient] y pointed out to them that we did not
fully agree with their statements and that we definitely could not
accept their position on church fellowship, or their legalistic
approach and sett4ng of timetables for the effective work of the Holy
Sp irit among us.
A confrontational approach is definitely apparent in an open letter
to the Missouri

Synod,

sent in behalf

of the Wisconsin

43Julian G. Anderson, "Report of the 1954 Synodical
Convention," Lutheran Sentinel, 37 (Dec. 12, 1954):365.

Synod.

The

Conference

44John Daniel, "Presidential Address," Proceedings of the ForthSeventh Convention of the Evangelical Lutheran Synodical Conference of
North America, 1964, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1964),
p. 19.
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purpose of the letter was perhaps to strengthen the position of those in
Missouri who shared the opinion of the Wisconsin Synod, that the Missouri
Synod was moving away from her old standards regarding unionism, and who
were regarded as the real Missouri by the Wisconsin Synod.45

In this

letter, which was published in the Northwestern Lutheran as well as being
sent to the Missouri Synod for consideration

at its 1950 Convention,

President Brenner presented a list of six demands.

When he closes the

letter with the phrase "cor-d Ial J y," it nard Iy seems appropriate, given
the general tenor of the letter.

In essence the letter indicates, "You

are causing us problems; what are you going to do about it."
The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod,
Dr. John Behnken, President
Dear Brethren:
Among the many divine blessings which we have enjoyed during our
one hundred years of history, and of which we have been reminded
frequently at our Centennial Convention in 1949, not the least has
been the bond of unity which has welded your Honorable Synod and ours
together for more than three-quarters of a century. This uni ty is
precious to us, and it is pur-e Iy for the sake of preserv ing it that
we venture to address you at this time.
During recent years we of the Wisconsin Synod have found ourseIves constrained to voice our protest against the rising tide of
unionism and its attendant ev iJs of indifference to Biblical truth
and undermining of confessional Lutheranism. In our action we have
taken the stand that is outlined in the "Brief Statement of the
Doctr inal Position of the Missouri Synod," Art. 28, On ChurchFel lowship, particularly the last sentence: "We repudiateunionism,
that is, church-fellowship with the adherents of false doctrine, as
disobedience to God's command, as causing divisions in the Church,
Rom. 16:17; 2 John 9-10, and as involving the constant danger of
losing the Word of God entirely, 2 Tim. 2:17-21."
In our efforts we have, however, been handicapped by the fact
that members and sometimes official representatives and organizations
of your Synod have been involved in what seem to be obvious violations of these principles.
Efforts to remedy this situation by
45Reim, Where Do We Stand, p. 59.
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deal ing with the individuals invol ved have met with little or no
success. Official discussions in an Intersynodical Forum have been
equally futil e. On the other hand, the posi ti ve testimony that we
have tried to give has been to a considerable extent neutralized by
the sil ence of your Synod. The inev Hable resul t has been serious
confusion and offense.
In an endeavor to clarify this confused and confusing situation
which, if not corrected, will v itiate the spiritual life within both
your Synod and ours, we address to you the following questions on the
basis of the mutual fellowship of our synods.
1. Does the Missouri Synod approve of the participation of its
pastors in the programs and in the joint worship of intersynodical
laymen's organizations, specifically Lutheran Men in America? If
not, only a public disavowal of the offense will remove it.
2. Does the Missouri Synod approve of the cooperation of some of
its welfare agencies with Lutherans with whom it is otherwise not in
fellowship, in view of the fact that such wel fare work is inseparably
associated with spiritual impIications? If the Synod does not approve, what will you do to clear yourself of the responsibility for
the offense that has been given?
3. Does the Missour i Synod approve the cooperation of its representatives with the National Lutheran Council in matters which are
admittedly no longer in the field of externals? (e.g., "Building a
New Lutheranism in Great Br it a i n ," Lutheran Witness, 3-8-49, p. 76)
If not, what will be done to correct the impression that has been
given?

4. Does the Missouri Synod approve the position taken by its
representatives at the First Bad Boll with regard to the program for
devotions and worship?
If not, what will be done to remove the
offense?
5. Does the Missour i Synod approve of the arrangement whereby
prominent members of its official committees are serving with representatives of other Lutheran bodies as sponsors of the book "Scouting
in the Lutheran
Church,"
published
by the National
Scout
Organization?
If not, what will you do about the offense that was
thus given?
6. Does the Missouri Synod still hold to its former position
that Rom. 16:17 applies to all errorists, whether Lutheran or not?
(See Stoeckhardt, Roemerbrief, 641 and 642; also Pieper, Dogmatik
III, p 474, Sec. 5; Brief Statement, Art. 28.) If so, what wil 1 be
done to correct the growing impression that this is no longer the
case?
We say again that it is our earnest hope and prayer that your
answers to these frank questions will show us to be in full agreement
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on these issues, and will thus result in a strengthening of the ties
which unite us.
With cordial brotherly greetings,
The Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod
of Wisconsin and Other ~~ates.
John Brenner, President
A final indication of this different spirit lies in the attempts to
bring about a realignment of Lutherans.

In his 1964 presidential address

to the final Synodical Conference Convention, Dr. Daniel refers to some
of these attempts.
On numerous occasions in the past few years members and officers of
both the Evangelical Lutheran Synod and the Wisconsin Evangelical
Lutheran Synod have approached officers of the Synod of Evangelical
Lutheran Churches and of the Synodical Conference seeking our alliance and help in "reading the Missouri Synod out of the Synodical
Conference." Their fond hope was that the three synods would take
over this honorable and historical conference. They wanted to appropriate the name and what it has meant for their purposes. We told
them very decisively, "No, we do not have any sympathy for such
maneu vering." We coul d not go along wi th them, for they seemed to
have a different spirit. We urged them to stay in the Synodical
Conference and as brothers make their testimony where it would be
most effective. In verbal encounters and in letters we pohnted out
that they should not break with us. But they did just that. 7
In suspending

relations

with the Missouri Synod, the Norwegian

Synod specifically included a call for realignment.

In addition there is

an indication that the Norwegian Synod was willing to practice selective
fellowship, al though the term is not used.
It is our firm conviction that we and those who stand with us
represent the Scriptural principles and spirit of the Synodical
Conference, and that it is the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod which
46Reports and Memorials Forty-First Regular Convention The Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, 1950, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House,
1950), pp. 521-522.
47proceedings Synodical Conference, 1964 p. 20.
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has departed from them. Therefore we wish it to be clear 1y understood that we have no desire to suspend fraternal relations with
those who agree with us in our stand and who testify with us against
these present errors and unionistic practices. On the contrary, we
wish to continue fraternal relations with them and to labor for realignment of Lutherans faithful to the Lutheran Confessions on more
realisitic lines than those which prevail under the present chaotic
conditions in the Synodical Conference.
TO THIS END WE HEREBY DECLARE our desire to maintain and establish fraternal relations with those synods, congregations and individuals who are of one ~hnd and spirit with us in matters of Christian
doctrine and practice.
\-Jisconsinand Norwegian Synods' Proof for the Charge
The Wisconsin and Norwegian synods found three areas of proof for
their charge that Misssouri had changed and had deserted the conservative
camp.

They found proof on the basis of their own conclusions,

on the

basis of the lack of discip line wi thin the Missour i Synod, and al so on
the basis of observations from those outside the Synodical Conference.
The Norwegian Synod concurred with Charles Porterfield Krauth, who
asserted there was an inevitable three stage progression of error in the
church.
acy.49
occurred

These were identified as toleration, equal rights, and supremThe Norwegian Synod believed

that in Missouri

in 1945 when those who signed

"A Statement"

toleration

had

had not been

48suspension of Relations with The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod
by the 38th Regular Convention of the Norwegian Synod June, 1955,
Proceedings Forty-Third Regular Convention of the Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod, 1956, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1956),
pP.513-514.
49Charles Porterfield Krauth, The Conservative Reformation and Its
Theology: As Represented in the Augsburg Confession, and in the History
and Literature of the Evangelical Lutheran Church (Philadelphia: J. B.
Lip pin cot t & Co., 1871), pp. 195- 196.
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disciplined.
rights.

By 1959 they believed liberal theology had obtained equal

The obvious next step was supremacy.50

Specifical ly, two key areas were seen as proof of this movement
toward liberalism.

The first area concerned various activities done in

conjunction with other Lutheran bodies, which were considered unionism.
When these actions were defended by the Missouri Synod as not being
unionistic,

they concluded

this must mean that a change had occurred

either in the theology of the Missouri Synod or in Missouri's concept of
the degree of unity necessary for fellowship.
If the Missouri

Synod was not pursuing a unionistic

trend and

abandoning its historic positions of insistence that fellowship must be
based on true unity, how could it proclaim agreement with the ALC on the
basis of the Common Confession, when the ALC also officially
many doctrinal

accepted

statements which were rejected by the Missouri Synod?

Because of ALC acceptance of these other posi tions, the onl y possib 1e
conclusion

the Norwegian and Wisconsin Synods could see was that the

Common Confession was a compromise.

The 01 d his tor ic posi tion had in

fact been forsaken.51
The second aspect was the attitude
Scripture.

toward the inspiration

There were two prime concerns here.

of

The first concern cen-

tered on the Common Confession's use of the phrase "content and fitting
word" in conjuction with the articl e on inspiration.

Liberal Lutherans,

who rejected the verbal inspiration of the Scriptures, found this phrase
acceptable.

This in turn raised the suspicion that, since the Missouri

50Aaberg,

p. 223.

51 Kowalke, Synodical Conference Proceedings, 1954, pp. 106-107.
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Synod declared
same error

agreement with this

regarding

document, they might be harboring

inspiration.

This suspicion

was confirmed for the

Norwegian and Wisconsin Synods by the paper on Scripture,
the Form and Function of the Holy Scriptures,"
the st.

"A Statement on

produced by the faculty

of

Louis seminary.

These themes recur
as proof
lished

the

that

Missouri

a study pamphlet,

repeatedly

during the years of the controversy

has changed.
Our Relations

The ELS Doctrinal

Committee pub-

with the Lutheran Church-Missouri

Synod, which was a rev iew of the Missour i Synod union negotiations
tween 1929 and 1953.

This pamphlet gives a clear

be-

opinion about where the

Norwegian Synod thought the Missouri Synod was going.
Wew i I 1 get no where if we ignore the facts.
And the facts are
that the MS [Missouri Synod] has broken its bonds of fellowship with
us by its persistent
adherence to a course which we have with al 1
justice condemned, and by its growing tolerance of unionistic activities and unionistic
''brethren".52
Ultimately by adopting the CommonConfession as a settJement of
the doctrinaJ
issues the Missouri Synod has weakened its position
because it can never insist
further refinement on issues in its
discussions with other groups.5

0;3

Isn't that a unionistic
trend when you try to hold together people
with various and divergent conv ictions by measures which are unclear,
ambiguous, and confusing?
Would that the Hissour i Synod wouJ d go
back to that cJear and unequivocal stand which it took in 1929 when,
heeding the objections raised by its own members and by its convention commit tee, it completel y rejected
the Chicago Theses because
they were not cJear,
did not set forth properly
the old points of
controversy,
and did not expressly reject the former false teachings
of the Iowa Synod and when the Missouri Synod also resoJ ved not to
deal any further wi th Iowa because that Synod, by negotiating
with
other faJse Lutheran bodies, just as the American LutUeran Church is
doing today, showed that it was unionistic
in spirit.5
5~aberg,

186.

53pJess,

p. 6.

54Ibid.,

pp. 7-8.
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Voices of suspicion
were raised

regarding

by the Norwegian Synod in 1943.

a pamphlet "In the Interest
Lutheran
garding

Missouri's

to

Lutheran

He then observes

that

doctrine

re-

there

are some

1 iberal

ism was

who are in agreement with Dr. Reu.55

The second area of proof

for Missour i' s rush into

the Norwegian and Wisconsin Synods' perception
ine in the Nissouri

Synod.

a church body no longer exercised

that

there

was alack

of

Indeed, the Norwegian Synod said when
doctrinal

discipline,

it

forfeited

its

character.56

orthodox

The issue
occurred.

was not simply that

It was recognized

of perfection.
correction

Rather

fol lowed.57

the Wisconsin
with the strain

discipinary

improper statements

the issue

was that

which he cites

a state

to the Missouri

the president

is Missouri's

of

Synod dealing

failure

Synods.
to take

have occurred.58

The Norwegian Synod voiced

serious

objections

discipJ ine in an overture

55George O. Lillegard,
Teachers'?"
Lutheran Sentinel,

had

publ ic rebuke or

between the Wisconsin and Missouri

when offenses

at maintaining

no official

In August of 1949 John Brenner,

in relations

action

and actions

that the church has not yet attained

Synod, sent an open letter

One of the key tensions

efforts

refers

by Dr. Reu of the American

the traditional

Unionism and Inspiration.

on the Scripture

Geo. O. Lillegard

of Unity," written

Church, which attacked

in Hissouri

discipl

position

to Missouri

submitted

"Are They 'Weak Brethren'
26 (12 April 1943):100-102.

Synod

to the

or

1948

'Fa I se

56Aaberg, 191.
57A Fraternal

Word Examined, p. 15.

58E• Reim, "As We See it:
A Letter
Lutheran, 37 (9 April 1950):121-122.

to Missouri,"

Northwestern
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Synodical

Conference

Convention.

While they noted that the Missouri

Synod had reaffirmed the Brief Statement at its July 1947 convention and
had set aside the 1938 union documents with the ALC, there were some who
were ignoring this and acting as if fel lowship had already been proclaimed.

While this was serious enough, even more siginficant was that

these individuals had not been properly disciplined.

In addition those

who have pointed this out ha ve recei ved 1it t Ie encouragement,
them to lose confidence

and hamper cooperation

causing

within the Synodical

Conference. 59
At its 1959 Convention the Missouri Synod had passed a resolution
ca I ling for proper superv ision of doctr ine. However, just having the
right resolution on the books was not enough for the Wisconsin Synod.

In

1960 the Wisconsin Synod reported to the Synodical Conference Convention
that in their 1959 Synodical Convention, while they acknowledged progress
had been made in resolving the difficulties to their continuing membership in the Conference,

at the same time they planned

to monitor the

success of the Missouri Synod in its attempts to exert proper supervision.60
A key compl aint regarding Missouri's practice of disc ipl ine was
their perception of the manner in which the appearance of "A Statement"
59proceedings of the Fortieth Convention of the Evangel ical
Lutheran Synodical Conference of North America, 1948, (st. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1949), pp. 147-149.
60proceedings Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod, 1959, pp.
194-195; Proceedings of the Forty-Sixth Convention of the Evangelical
Lutheran Synodical Conference of North America, 1960, (st. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1960), pp. 38-39.
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was handled.

What was particularly

of discipline

of the forty-four

distressing

individuals

was the subsequent

lack

who had signed it.

Even more alarming than the appearance of "A Statement," however,
was the tol eration
granted
its signers
by the Missouri
Synod
officials,
for this allowed the new doctrine and practice to spread
within the Missouri Synod. The official
toleration
was not granted
at once; on the contrary,
it appeared the signers would be discipl ined.
The "Forty-Four" had sent their "statement" out over the
protest of the Missouri Praesidium.
Dr. Behnken himsel f took a most serious view of the matter.
"In
an open meeting of more than 70 pastors
on Jul y 1, 1947, the
President of Synod said that A Statement, as its words read, contains
'doctrinal
aberrations'
which are 'in themselves potentially
divisive
of fellowship.'"
Nevertheless,
already early in 1947, Missouri's
praesidium
. • • had made an agreement wi th the signers
of "A
Statement."
By the terms
of this agreement,
the Forty-Four,"
without making any retraction,
withdrew "A Statement" as a basis for
further discussion,
and the Praesidium arranged to present a series
of special study documents on the issues involved.
This handling of
the matter was approved by the 1947 Chicago Convention (Pr oc ••••
LC-MS, 1947, P 523).
"A Statement" was never retracted,
and its
signers were never disciplined.
Error was, for the first
time in
Missouri's history, granted official
toleration.b1
As a result
one outcome.
breeds

"Failure

lack of discipline,

to exercise

doctrinal

the ELS could only forsee
discipline

..•

inev itabl y

distrust.,,62
For

the

Missouri's
Synodical

Norwegian

and Wisconsin

lack of discipline
Conference that

of a liberal
Church bodies.
April

of this

Missouri was changing.

trend in the Missouri Synod verified
In 1950 the Lutheran Sentinel

of the ULCA. There it

was stated

61Aaberg, pp. 161-162.
p. 168.

the

was the observations

5, 1950 issue of The Lutheran,

62Ibid.,

Synods,

final

by those outside
They saw their
by the liberal

carried

a reprint

which was the official
that

Missouri

proof

of
the

opinion
Lutheran
from the

publ ication

had compromised with
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liberal theology in the article of the Common Confession pertaining to
the doctr ine of the Word.

The wording

is a lmost identical

to the

"Pittsburgh Agreement" which had been made between the ALC and the ULCA,
and which according to the ULCA, does not mean verbal inspiration.63
In 1953 George Li 1 1 egard quoted a portion of a report concerning
the 1953 Missouri Synod Convention, which had been published in the July
15, 1953 issue of the Christian Century.
Stewart expressed pleasure

In this article Mr. John T.

that Missouri's efforts to achieve unity of

doctrine with the ALC had not been rejected, in spite of opposition from
what he termed extremists in the Missouri Synod and the ultraconservative
Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods.

Mr. Stewart stated:

Convention leaders appreciated an opportunity to strengthen
their own position, both on doctrine and on interchurch matters; even
more, the magnificent opportunity to make hay while the sun of pub1ici ty shone.
These churchmen had been over the long road from
isolation to freedom, and they would not retreat an inch. The convention was just in no mood to jeopardize its success. As if to
emphasize its rejection of isolationism, it commended its committee
for the progress it had made toward unity of doctrine with the
American Lutheran Church.64
Lilligard concluded by noting that when outsiders perceive Missouri
as finalJ y emerging from its isolationism, which impl ies breaking with
its past history and traditions,

their evaluations

should alert the

Synodical Conference to dangers.65
63"The Lutheran (U.L.C.A.) April
Sentinel, 33 (27 May 1950):507-508.
64George o. Lillegard,
(Oct. 12, 1953 ):29 8-299.
65Ibid., p. 299.

5, 1950, pages 7-9," Lutheran

"As Others See us," Lutheran Sentinel, 36
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WeTried but Failed - the Only Recourse Is Withdrawal
The Evangelical
Jieved

was their

Lutheran Synod took very seriously

God-given

responsibility

to defend

the truth.

viewed themsel ves as "Watchmenover the house of Israel,"
bound to be constantl
doctrine,

because

for the loss

y alert

a denial

for a denial
of any doctrine

of the Gospel.

what they be-

who were duty-

of any portion
carries

of Chr istian

with it a potential

Whenthe Missouri Synod attempted

agreement with the American Lutheran Church through a series
negotiations,
self.

the ELS anticipated

They were convinced that

the truth,

and on the basis

Missour i Synod.
was presented

that
this

of their

In an essay entitled

to their

1936 Synodical

history

They

to reach

of committee

was about to repeat

it-

process would lead to compromise of
past

experience

tried

to warn the

"Unity, Union, and Unionism," which
Convention,

with the Missouri Synod the lessons

it had learned

Synod from the 1912-1917 committee

negotiations

the ELS tried

to share

in the old Norwegian
which had led to the

Norwegian merger and the formation of the Evangelical

Lutheran Church.

We, who have observed at close range and studied the history of
the efforts made to bring the Norwegian Lutherans into agreement by
means of commit tees, are constrained
to say, when asked to follow
this method again: "Vestigia
terrent"
[the footsteps
terrify].
We
are afraid of history repeating itself,
and therefore consider it a
God-gi ven duty to sound a warning to all earnest defenders of the
truth against exposing the true wel far~6of the Church of Christ to
the dangers involved in this procedure.
Behind the protests
was a deep feeling
that

synod.

over the direction

of concern

This is apparent

66Aaberg, p. 137, (quoting

of the Missouri Synod, there

for the spiritual

heal th and welfare

even in the Wisconsin
the 1936 ELS Report,

Synod resolution
p. 47).

of
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which suspended fellowship

with Missouri.

There it is specifically

stated in leading up to the resol ution call ing for a suspension of relations, that out of concern for Missouri they have diJ igently tried to
testify to the truth.

But since they had failed, there was no other

recourse other than suspension.
Men and Brethren: In fear and love toward God, with a deep sense of
the awesome responsibility resting upon us, with concern for the
souls bought with the blood of God's own Son and already given or yet
to be given into our care, with a like concern for the spiritual
health and welfare of our sister synod, The Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod, in the attitude of men who each Sunday publicly implore their
God and Sa v ior: "Increase in us ••• true obedience to Thy Word,"
wi th hearts from which we have sought to banish the legal ism which
delights in sitting in judgment on others - in this spirit we have
worked to furnish our report and now present it to you.
Whereas, The Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod has lodged many
admonitions and protests with The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod
during the past 20 years to win her from the path that leads to
liberal ism in doctrine and practice ••. ;
Whereas, Our admonitions have largely gone unheeded, and the
issues have remained unresolved,b7
This same spirit was present in the Norwegian

Synod.

The ELS

Doct.ri nal Unity Committee68 indicated their bel ief that they had done all
they possibl y could to present their case to the Missouri Synod, urging
her to hold on to what had been the original position of the Synodical
Conference. For their efforts, the Missouri Synod had judged them to be
separatistic.

Missouri's refusal to mend her ways and return to her

67proceedings of the Forty-Seventh Convention of the Evangelical
Lutheran Synodical Conference of North America, 1962, (St. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1963), pp. 62-63.
68This committee consisted of Prof. G. O. Lillegard, Dr. N. A.
Madson, Dr. J. A. O. Preus, Jr., Mr. C. O. Vengen, and Dr. Orlando E.
Overn.
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former positions was caused by an unyielding

attitude on the part of

Missouri which was refusing to heed the clear teachings of Scripture.
Here, too, we had already done everything we could to state our case,
so that new committees cannot be expected to bring out anything new
to resolve the differences between us.
An unyielding attitude was shown also by spokesmen of the LC-MS
in other matters discussed at the S.C. Convention. Our convictions
on the points at issue were stigmatized as manifesting a separatistic
spirit, as going beyond Scripture, or as involving a misapplication
of Scripture. There was no meeting of minds on any of the doctrines
and principles which have for years divided the Synodical Conference
into two camps, nor was there any such "unity of spirit" as must
under~ie all fraternal relations in the Christian Church (1 Cor.
1,10).9
There was no other choice. For the Wisconsin Synod the areas of
disagreement, whi Ie they might focus on the appl ication of doctrine to
specific situations, were not essential Iy differences
differences

in questions

in judgment but

which had been decided by the Word of God.

Therefore they could not allow for this diversity of opinion or practice.
Because there was no agreement on these matters, there was also no true
unity, and therefore there could be no fellowship.

In fact Missouri

insisted its position was correct, while the Wisconsin Synod bel ieved
God's Word said it was not correct. All that was left was to separate.
The disagreement between the Missouri Synod and our Wisconsin
Synod pertains to issues that are not a matter of Christian judgment
but issues which in our conviction are decided by the Word of God.
And thus the disagreement that exists between Missouri and us cannot
simply be recognized and allowed to go on and on, permitting fraternal relations to continue undisturbed. If we would content oursel ves with that kind of a solution, namely to agree to disagree,
then we would be guilty of unionism--we would be disobedient to the
will of our God. It is therefore the disagreement on these specific
issues, not the unionistic trend of the Missouri Synod, that faces us
today with the consideration of whether the time isn't here for us to
make a c Iear confession by action. It is, however, the unionistic
tendency which has brought on the issues--it is that unionistic
69 Aaberg, p. 190.
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tendency that dims the hope for many that further negotiations could
still change the situation.70
At the 1962 Synodical
perceived

the situation

Conference

Convention

in the same way.

the Norwegian Synod

We have done all we could.

Missouri will not listen, we have already severed relations with her, and
now our only alternative is to dissolve the Synodical Conference.
The president of the ELS, in his address to the convention,
pointed out that not only was there a gap between the ELS and the
Missouri Synod, but that the gap was widening. The widening gap, he
declared, consisted of 1) the fact that public error in Missouri was
not publicly repudiated, as evidenced in the case of such men as Dr.
Martin Marty, Dr. Jaroslav Pel ikan, Dr. Carl H. Krekeler, and Dr.
Martin H. Scharlemann, 2) that there was real doubt as to the position of the Missouri Synod on the doctrine concerning Scripture, due
to the theological f'acu lty's presentation: "A Statement on the Form
and Function of the Holy Scriptures," as well as the Missouri Synod's
handling of the Scharlemann case, 3) that "Theology of Fellowship"
represented a new and false position, and 4) that in a general way
Missouri's position was much the same as that of the General Council
in the days when the Synodical Conference was formed, in that whil e
one could find good doctrinal statements as to its position, they
were not carried out in synodical life. The ELS therefore held, he
said, "that even as doctrinal unity brought the Synodical Conference
into being, so our present disunity ought to cause us to take it out
of existence, if we are still to be true to its principles •••• We
of the ELS bel ieve that in dissol v ing the Synodical Conference for
reason of lack of doctrinal unity, we can honor God and hallow His
name.71
Summary
Since the disagreements

within the Synodical Conference were es-

sentially matters of judgment involving the application of doctrine to
specific situations and different evaluations given to doctrinal agreements, and since earlier tensions and disagreements had not destroyed the
Synodical Conference, the purpose of this chapter was to answer why, at

70 P 1ess, p. 1.
71Theodore Aaberg, "Statement by the President of the Evangelical
Lutheran Synod," Lutheran Sentinel, 45, (22 November 1962):348-349.
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this point, the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods felt constrained to sever
fellowship

relations

Synodical

Conference.

wi th the Missouri Synod and to wi thdraw from the
The added factor was that during these years of

confl ict between 1938 and 1962, the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods had
lost confidence in the Missouri Synod.

In essence these two synods were

convinced that Missouri had become a liberal church. It had forsaken its
former orthodox position regarding both the inspiration of Scripture and
the teaching

that only true unity could be the basis for fellowship

between church bodies.
The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods were aware that Missouri had not
officially relinquished her former doctrinal position, but believed that
the actual practice of Missouri negated these doctrinal Iy sound statements.

The facts that many liberal statements and teachings were seem-

ingly allowed to go unchallanged and that Missouri insisted doctrinal
agreements were

suf'f

IcIent, which they judged inadequate, conv inced the

Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods that in spirit Missouri had succumbed to
the forces of liberalism and had deserted the orthodox camp.
Wisconsin was ultimately forced to conclude that the representatives
from Missouri either were incredibly ignorant of the state of affairs
in their own churches or were del iberately glossing the troublesome
differences and making promises that they could not, or did not
intend to, keep.72
Since the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods bel ieved they no longer
had doctrinal unity with the Missouri Synod, they concl uded that faithfulness to the Scriptures compelled them to sever their fellowship relations with Missouri and withdraw from the Synodical Conference.
72Kurt E. Marquart, Anatomy of an Explosion: Missouri in Lutheran
Perspective, (Fort Wayne, IN: Concordia Theological Seminary Press,
1977), p. 93. (Quoting Dialog Winter, 1962).

CHAPTER VI
WAS THE CHARGE LEGITIMATE?
Introduction
Behind the destruction
clusion

of the Synodical

on the part of the Norwegian

Missouri Synod had effectively

Conference was the con-

and Wisconsin

Synods that the

departed from her historic doctrinal

position regarding the inspiration of the Scriptures and the degree of
uni ty prerequisi te for a dec laration of
bodies.

Throughout

the controversy

fellowship

wi th other church

both the Wisconsin and Norwegian

Synods insisted that the Missouri Synod had changed its position.1

The

official attitude of the Missouri Synod was equally insistent that even
though some things were different, there had been no change in its doctrinal position.

The following

typifies the situation.

statement about Dr. Theodore Graebner

"'Missouri has not changed its doctrinal stand'

was the repeated claim made by Theodore Graebner, though few men changed
their doctrinal position as much as he did in so short a time.,,2
1There were many in the Missouri Synod who agreed with this. In a
booklet 100 Questions and Answers for Lutherans of the Synodical
Conference, which was published by a group within the Missouri Synod, the
position of the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods was supported. Missouri's
assessment of the Con@on Confession was condemned, as well as other
posi tions, such as prayer fellowship.
Missouri was call ed on to stop
negotiating with the ALC because of its position that it is neither
necessary nor possible to agree in a I 1 non-fundamental doctrines. The
booklet concludes with a call for Lutherans of the Synodical Conference
to do all they can to ensure that the Missouri Synod will return to its
former Scriptural stand.
2Arthur C. Repp, "Changes in the Missouri Synod," Concordia
Theological Monthly, 38 (July-August, 1967):458.
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Which view is correct?

Had Missouri changed its views in these two

areas and in the process become a liberal

church body?

It is this

question which must now be considered.
The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods Were Right
in Their Assessment of the ALC
The perception

which the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods had re-

garding the American Lutheran Church was one of the key elements behind
the charge that Missouri had abandoned her former position on fellowship.
These two synods felt that part of the fabric of the ALC was a willingness to let doctrinal differences stand and to be satisfied with less
than complete doctrinal unity. When Missouri declared that agreement had
been reached wi th the ALC, this raised the suspicion that Missouri had
changed its posi tion.

The correctness

of the Norwegian and Wisconsin

Synods' assessment of the ALC position is demonstrated by the course of
events following the 1969 official declaration of Missouri and ALC fellowship. Because differences in doctrine had become apparent with the
ALC, at its 1977 Synodical

Convention

the Missouri Synod declared its

relations with the ALC to be in a state of "fellowship in protest." When
this fellowship relationship was terminated at the 1981 Missouri Synod
Convention,

the preamble to the resolution

pin-pointed

the identical

objection raised earlier by the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods as one of
the key reasons. For the ALC full doctrinal

uni ty is reJ ati vely unim-

portant in determining feJJowship.
The 1981 report of the LCMS representatives on the Commission on
FeJ lowship (see 1981 CW, p. 159 ff.) makes it clear that discussions
during the past biennium have not effected a resolution or modification of the doctrinal differences that led the LCMS to initiate
"f'e l J owship in protest" in 1977 and to continue it in 1979. If
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anything, the report of the commissioners g i ves ev idence that the
position of the ALC on the controverted issues is very firm and not
likely to change.
The decision facing the LCMS is complicated by the fact that the
two church bodies have quite different convictions about the implications of our doctrinal differences for church fel lowship. For the
ALC, fellowship between Lutheran church bodies is a rather basic
relationship reflecting a somewhat minimal agreement in the Gospel
and the Sacraments (CW, p. 401 E 6); in this view, doctrinal differences are to be tolerated both within and between Lutheran church
bodies, and are therefore not di v isi ve or disrupti ve of a I tar and
pulpit fellowship.
However, for the LCMS (and traditionally, for
other Lutheran church bodies as well) al tar and pulpit fel lowship
between church bodies is the deepest and closest possible relationship precisely because it is based on comprehensive agreement in the
Biblical and confessional doctrine of the Gospel and in all its
articles, and in the right administration of the holy sacraments. In
the LCMS view doctrinal differences cannot be tolerated either within
or between church bodies and are by their very nature disruptive and
div isive of a I tar and pu lpit fellowship.
The essential facts, then, are these: (1) both the ALC and the
LCMS acknowledge that they have doctrinal disagreements; (2) the
church bodies have been unsuccessful in resolving their doctrinal
differences in spite of 12 years of doctrinal discussion, including 4
years of fellowship in protest; and (3) for the LCMS such doctrinal
differences are disruptive of altar and pulpit fellowship.3
The Concern over Missouri's Direction Was Valid
The uncertainty

expressed

by the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods

regarding the direction of the Missouri Synod was al so a valid concern.
During the years of the controversy

there were significant

within Missouri, and, depending on which view prevailed,

tensions

the official

stance of the Missouri Synod regarding Scriptures and fel lowship, could
have varied considerably from its historic doctrinal posture.
3Convention Proceedings Fifty-Fourth Regular Convention The
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1981, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
pub I ishing House, 1981), p. 154.
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Missouri was sending mixed signals.
example,

was allowed

Dr. Theodore Graebner, for

to function both as an editor of the American

Lutheran, which often advocated a more liberal position than the official
Missouri Synod position, and the Lutheran Witness, which was the official
periodical of the Missouri Synod.
An apparent

laxity in doctrinal

supervision

shared by many within the Missouri Synod.
apparent

in the unhappiness

"Statement of the Forty-four"

expressed

This dissatisfaction

when

were allowed

those who signed

to withdraw

rather than repudiate the teachings it expressed.
proper supervision

were regularly

was a concern also

submitted

was
the

the document

Memoria]s calling for
to conventions

of the

Missouri Synod.4 Even those generally supportive of the Missouri Synod
indicated that there were problems with discipline.
The following resolution was decided Nov. 14, 1962 by the Board
of Directors and the Doctrinal Unity Committee of the Slovak Synod to
the SynodicaJ Conference.
With concern we noted statements and articJes by Missouri Synod
representatives and individuals, and we watched the actions taken by
Missouri Synod representatives and individuals, their participation
in joint acti v ities 'with other bodies wi th whom the Missour i Synod
was not in f'e I lowship-acti v ities which, though not a I 1 can be classified as unionistic, nevertheless were breaching the Missouri Synod's
traditional and Scriptural positions. In a spirit of brotherly love
we called the Missouri Synod's attention to these instances which in
our judgment violated the principles held jointJy by us, and appealed
to the Missouri Synod that it take the necessary and proper actions
to correct these matters. We have been assured time and time again
that the officials of the Missouri Synod are deaJing with the men and
issues invoJ ved.
HopefulJyand prayerfully we looked to the June convention of the
Missouri Synod to strengthen rather than weaken its position on
fellowship.
We fee] that it will take a firm position based on
Scripture alone and that it will conform its activities to its confessional position. We also trust that the Missouri Synod wilJ deaJ
4See Appendix G.
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firmly with those of its members who violate
its confessional
stand.
We appeal to the Missouri Synod: "Be ye steadfast,
unmovable, al ways
abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your
labor is not in vain in the Lord" (1 Cor. 15:58).
Let Missouri
determine to retain its loyalty to the everlasting
Word of God, and
we do not fear for its discussions and decisions.5
After

Wor1d War II many in the Missour i Synod were deep 1 y infl u-

enced by what has been termed "neo-Lutheranism,"
v iews of the Scriptures.6

Attention

st.

were suspected

Louis,

where professors

the Scriptures.
submitted,
faculty

At the

calling

correction

toward the clearness

"Repudiate

the st.

Louis

of harboring

liberal

Synod Convention
of the attitude

of the Scriptures.

Faculty

y in their

was focused on Concordia Seminary,

1950 Missouri

for

especiall

Opinion

views of

memorial s were

of the st.
The memorial

(Rom.

16:17)"

Louis
headed

made the

statement:
Whereas, This Opinion of the st. Louis facul ty therein f'o I lows
the pattern
of all unionistic
compromising of the truth of God:
First contending
that it is not clear what God says in His Word;
then insisting
that the existing
differences
represent
mere differences of opinion in exegetical
matters; and finally
pleading that
brethren should be charitable
and bear with one another;7
Siegbert
College

W.Becker,

in River Forest,

Synod Convention

who was on the facul ty of Concordia
IL, submitted

in which he referred

a memorial to the
to discussions

Teachers

1959 Missouri

with brethren

who

5proceedings of the Forty-Seventh Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical
Conference of North America, 1962 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing
House, 1963), pp. 66-68.
6This was a mixture of the thought of outstanding European Reformed
and Lutheran theologians.
Iric I uded were men such as Karl Barth, Emil
Brunner, and John Baillie,
who had a Reformed background, and Gustaf
Aulen and Anders Nygren, who represented Lutheranism.
Kurt E. Marquart,
Anatomy of an Explosion:
Missouri in Lutheran Perspective (Fort Wayne,
IN: Concordia Theological Seminary Press, 1977), pp. 104-112.
7Reports and Memorials of the Forty-First
Regular Convention of the
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1950, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Pub1 ishing House, 1950), p. 488.
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deny the infallibility and inerrancy of the Scripture, and who defended
themselves by stating that this was not part of the official position of
the Missouri Synod.
professors

He therefore asked the Synod to state whether or not

at its colleges

and seminaries

doctr ine of the inspiration,

are expected to teach the

infall ibiJ ity, and inerrancy

of the

Scripture in accordance with the Brief statement.8
Dr. John Tietjen, in a book, Which Way to Lutheran Unity? A History
of Efforts

to Unite the Lutherans

of America, published by Concordia

Pub I ishing House in 1966, and which presumably

would reflect official

attitudes, indicated that after 1960 the Lutherans got together and reevaluated the question of what was necessary for Lutheran union and came
up with a different answer.9 The answer advocated was different from the
historic position of the Synodical Conference, which had insisted on true
unity both in doctrine and practice.
Again subsequent

history has demonstrated

the validity

of this

concern voiced by the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods. The confrontations
and struggles over the doctrines of Scripture and the level of agreement
prerequisite for fellowship, significantly disrupted the Missouri Synod
8Reports and Memorials of the Forty-Fourth Regular Convention of
The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1959, (St. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1959), p. 512. The Convention reaffirmed that all
pastors, teachers, and professors pledged at their ordination and installation to teach in accordance with "every doctrinal statement of a confessional nature adopted by Synod as a true exposition of the Holy
Scripture," and that these statements are to be regarded as the pub I ic
doctrine of the Synod. Proceedings of the Forty-Fourth Regular
Convention of The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1959, (st. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1959), p. 191.

9John Tietjen, Which Way to Lutheran Unity? A History of Efforts
to Unite the Lutherans of America, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing
House, 1966), pp. 10-11.
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during the 1970s. It culminated with the formation of the Association of
Evangelical Lutheran Churches, which consisted of moderate pastors, professors, and congregations which had withdrawn from the Missouri Synod.10
Did Missouri Change Its Position on Scriptures?
The concJusion that the Missouri Synod had changed its doctrine of
inspiration was one of the two cruciaJ factors
SynodicaJ

Conference.

in the dissoJution of the

If this assertion were in fact true, then there

were vaJid grounds for separation.

Missouri officially stated its posi-

tion on inspiration in 1932 with the adoption of the Brief statement.11
1. We teach that the HoJy Scriptures differ from all other books
in the wor ld in that they are the Word of God.
. •. because the
holy men of God who wrote the Scriptures wrote onJy that which the
Holy Ghost communicated to them by inspiration. • .• We teach aJso
that the verbal inspiration of the Scriptures is not a so-caJled
"theological deduction," but that it is taught by direct statements
10For a thorough description of these tensions see: James E.
Adams, preus of Missouri and the Great Lutheran Civil War (New York:
Harper & Row, PubJishers, 1977); Concordia Seminary, st. Louis. Board of
ControJ, Exodus from Concordia A Report on the 1974 WaJkout (st. Louis,
MO, 1977); Frederick W. Danker, No Room in the Brotherhood: The preusotten Purge of Hissouri (st. Louis, MO: Clayton Pub I ishing House, 1977);
Kurt E. Marquart, Anatomy of an Explosion:
Hissouri in Lutheran
Perspective (Fort Wayne, IN: Concordia TheologicaJ Seminary Press,
1977).
11This statement was reguJ ar ly reaffirmed at subsequent conventions. The 1959 convention of the Missouri Synod declared that statements adopted by the Synodical Convention, which were of a doctrinal and
confessional nature, were considered to be binding on alJ pastors,
professors and teachers. The effect of this resolution was to eJevate
statements such as the Brief Statement to confessionaJ status. This 1959
resoJution was declared unconstitutional at the 1962 Missouri Synod
Convention because it had effectively amended the Synodical constitution
without following the procedures outlined within that constitution.
However, the Brief Statement remained an official statement of the
Hissouri Synod. Proceedings of the Forty-Fifth Regular Convention of
The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1962 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1962), p. 122.
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of the Scr iptures. • •• Since the Ho ly Scr iptures are the Word of
God, it goes without saying that they contain no errors or contradictions, but that they are in all their parts and words the infallible
truth, also in those parts which treat of historical, geographical,
and other secular matters •.••
3. We reject the doctrine ••. that Holy Scripture is not in
all its parts the Word of God, but in part the Word of God and in
part the word of man and hence does, or at least might, contain
error. We reject this erroneous doctrine as horrible and blasphemous, since it flatly contradicts Christ and His holy apostles, sets
up men as judges over the Word of God, and thus overthrows the
foundation of the Christian Church and its faith.12
In 1958 the synods of the Synodical Conference had reached agreement

on the doctrine

of the Scripture,

and official ly adopted

a

"Statement on Scripture, which was essential I y a more detaiJ ed exposition
of the position ennunciated by the Brief Statement.

The Mi saour-I Synod

also officially adopted this "Statement on Scripture" at its 1959 convention.13

At this same convention

that all its pastors,

teachers,

the Missouri Synod officially
and professors

stated

were to teach in ac-

cordance with every synodically adopted doctrinaJ statement which was of
a confessional nature, such as, the "Brief statement.,,14
However, in spite of these official statements, the situation was
considerably more confused because of various statements and papers which
were disseminated,

as welJ as by some of the things being taught to

future pastors and teachers.

When the faculty of the st. Louis seminary

adopted "A Statement on the Form and Function of the Holy Scriptures" on
12R. C. Wolf, Documents of Lutheran Unity in America (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1966), pp. 157-158.
13proceedings of the Forty-Fourth Regular Convention of the
Lutheran Church Missouri Synod, 1959 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing
House, 1959), p , 189.
14Ibid., pp. 191-192.
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April 26, 1960, violent opposition soon followed.15

Some individuals

believed that portions of "A Statement," such as the following statement,
were a concession to liberalism, allowing an exegete freedom to question
the full authority of the Scriptures.
3. The Scriptures express what God wants them to say and accomplish what God wants them to do. In this sense and in the fulfillment o[ this function they are inerrant, infallible, and wholly
reliabJ.e.1
The Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods considered

this to be a for-

saking of Missouri's past position•
. . • there was now the added di fficul ty of the st. Louis facul ty's
presentation of "A Statement on the Form and Function of Scripture,"
excerpts of which appeared in the April 4, 1961, issue of the
Lutheran Witness. The ELS said that this statement gave them "great
concern regarding the position of that seminary faculty towards
Scripture"
(Report •••ELS, 1961, p. 61). The Wisconsin Synod
Commission on Doctrinal Matters
reported to the 1961 Recessed
Convention of the Synodical Conference:
Hence we are no longer certain that our Synod and The Lutheran
Church-Missouri
Synod are in agreement
on the doctrine of
Scripture. . ••
For unless certainty that we are at one on the
doctrine of Scripture and Revelation is restored, we would have lost
the basis for a profitabl e discussion of the other matters in controversy between us, even if there were no impasse on the doctrine of
fellowship (Proc ••••Wis. Synod, 1961, P.186).17
The Norwegian and Wisconsin Synods were not the only ones to interpret this document as an indication that Missouri had deserted her historical position on the Scripture. Many within the Missouri Synod agreed
15Excerpts of "A Statement" were printed in the Lutheran Witness.
"A Statement on the Form and Function of the Holy Scriptures (Excerpts),"
Lutheran Witness, 80 (April 4, 1961):160-161.
16"Brief Studies" "A Statement on the Form and Function of the Holy
Scriptures," Concordia Theological Monthly, 31 (October 1960):626-627.
17Theodore A. Aaberg, A City Set on a Hill: A History of the
Evangelical Lutheran Synod (Norwegian Synod) 1918-1968 (Lake Mills, IA:
Graphic Pub lLsh.ingCompany, Inc., 1968), p. 236.
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and were also adamantly opposed to it. Several memorials were submitted
to the 1962 Missouri

Synod Convention

specifically

asking that "A

Statement on the Form and Function of Scripture" be decl ared unacceptable.18
The tensions between these different attitudes toward Scripture
resul ted in a great deal of dissatisfaction within the Missouri Synod,
particularly pertaining to what was being taught regarding the nature and
interpretation

of the Scriptures.

In fact, during

the mid 1960s,

students at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis were being encouraged to use
the historical-critical

tools in interpreting

the Scriptures.19

Synodical conventions were regularly memorialized to reject a variety of
interpretations of the Scriptures, to reiterate the old teachings, and to
discipline those who taught otherwise.20
The turmoi lover
1959 resolution,

the Br ief Statement did not end even after the

which elevated

it to

confessional

status, had been

declared unconsitutional by the 1962 Missouri Synod Convention.

At the

1965 Missouri Synod Convention memorials were submitted, both supporting
and opposing

the requirement

that the teachings

of all

pastors,

18Reports and Memorials Forty-Fifth Regular Convention The Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, 1962, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House,
1962), p. 166.
19Based on class notes of the author, who at tended Concordia, st.
Louis from 1963-1967.
20See Reports and Memorials, 1962, pp 161-171, and Convention
Workbook Forty-Sixth Regular Convention The Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod, 1965, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1965), pp. 5287.
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professors, and teachers conform to the Brief statanent.21 The Missouri
Synod's struggles

over the nature and interpretation of Scripture were

rightl y a cause of concern for all those in the Synodical

Conference.

During the years of the controversy it was by no means clear what view of
the Scr iptures would dominate or if perhaps both would eventuall y be
tolerated.

However, at the time of the dissolution

of the Synodical

Conference, the Missouri Synod was still in the midst of its struggle and
the issue had not yet been resolved.

Missouri had not changed its his-

toric position on the inspiration of the Scriptures and in fact did not
do so.22
withdrew

The chief protagonists
from the Missouri

Evangelical

Lutheran

Synod

Churches.

Norwegian Synods was premature.

for the moderate position eventually
and

formed

the Association

of

The judgment of the Wisconsin

and

In spite of the confusion

that was

present within the Missouri Synod, the charge that it had abandoned its
historic position on the inspiration of the Scriptures cannot be sustained.
Did Missouri Change Its Position on Fellowship?
When examining the position of the Missouri Synod regarding the
nature of agreement necessary for there to be a declaration of fellowship, there is considerable

ambiguity.

On the one hand, there were

21Convention Workbook Forty-Sixth Regular Convention The Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, 1965 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia pub 1 ishing House,
1965), pp. 148-151.
22The struggle c I imaxed at the 1973 Missouri Synod Convention when
"A Statement of Scriptural and Confessional PrincipJ es" was adopted as "a
formulation which der ives its author ity from the Word of God and which
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statements insisting that there must be total agreement in doctrine and
practice and, on the other hand, there were statements indicating that
there were areas in which a certain amount of di versi ty was t o I erab 1e.
To add to the complexity

of the picture, on the basis of the Augsburg

Confession, others suggested that agreement in the Gospel and sacraments
was sufficient basis for a declaration of fellowship.

This raised the

addi tional issue of the precise defini tion of what was incl uded by the
phrase "agreement in the Gospel."

This variety of positions demonstrates

the tension existing within the Missouri Synod.23
Those advocating the position that some diversity was permissible
within

fellowship

proach.

tried to illustrate

that this was not a novel ap-

In a 1940 report to the Synodical

Conference, which had been

written by the Missouri Synod Committee on Lutheran Union, the committee
tried to illustrate that the synodical fathers allowed for differences in
certain areas of doctrine, which would not negate church fellowship.
Three such instances were listed.
In some non-fundamental points concerning the doctrine of the
Last Things the Declaration
of the American Lutheran Church
Representatives asks tolerance for certain teachings and interpretations which have been rejected in our circles.
expresses the synod's position on current doctrinal issues; •••
Proceedings of the Fiftieth Regular Convention of The Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod, 1973, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House,
1973),

p. 128.

23
To a lesser extent these were a I so present in the
Wisconsin Synod. See the presention of Ralph Gehrke, who was at
this time a member of the faculty at Northwestern.
He later
joinded the Missouri Synod. "Church Fellowship Essay Delivered at
the first biennial Convention of the Western Wisconsin District
Northwestern College, Watertown - July 15, 1958."
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1. This concerns particularly the doctrine of the Antichrist.
With the Missouri Synod the Declaration of the American Lutheran
Church, on the basis of the Scr iptures and the Smal ca ld Artic 1es,
teaches that the Pope is the Antichrist; but the question as to
whether the future will bring a specific unfolding and personal
concentration of the present antichristian power is left to God.
While the Missouri Synod teaches on the basis of 2 Thess. 2:3-12
and in accord with the 'Smalcald Articles (Part II, Article IV:10)
that the Pope is the very Antichrist for the past and the future,
your Committee finds that the synodical fathers* [sicllhave declared
that a dev iation in this doctrine need not be di v isi ve of churchfellowship,
(Lehr-e u. Wehre, 'Vol. 19, 1873, p. 290); Lehre u.
Wehre, Vol 25, 1879, p, 35 ff).
2. A second non-fundamental doctr ine which the Dec laration of
the American Lutheran Church Representatives mentions is the doctrine
concerning the conversion of the Jews. The American Lutheran Church
representatives do not state that their Church teaches in opposition
to ours, that there will be a universal conversion of all Jews. They
do state, however, that some find this doctrine indicated especially
in Rom. 11:25,26 and that the acceptance of a conversion of the Jews
must not be regarded as divisive of church-fellowship.
While the Missouri Synod teaches on the basis of the Scriptures
that we are not to look forward to a universal conversion of all Jews
before the end of the world, your Committee finds that the synodical
fathers have declared that such deviation in this doctrine need not
be regarded as a cause for division. (Lehr-e u. Wehre, Vol. 14, 1868,
p. 252).
3. A third non-fundamental doctrine on which the Declaration of
the American Lutheran Church Representatives reports is the "assumption of a physical resurrection of the martyrs." The Declaration
does not state that this is the doctrine of the American Lutheran
Church. It mere 1 y dec I ares that, if anyone teaches this physical
resurrection, the American Lutheran Church is not ready to deny
church-fellowship merely on that account.
In regard to this assumption of a physical resurrection of the
martyrs before Judgment Day the Missouri Synod teaches that this is a
misinterpretation of Rev. 20:4, since, according to the statements of
the Scriptures and the confessional writings there will be only one
resurrection, and that on Judgment Day. Your Committee finds that
the synodical fathers have declared that this erroneous assumption
need not be divisJve of church-fellowship. (Lehre u. Wehre, Vol 18,
1872, p. 74 ff.)2
24proceedings of the Thirty-Seventh Convention of the Evangelical
Lutheran Synodical Conference of North America, 1940, (st. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1940), pp, 83-84.
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Meanwhi Ie, the Missouri
tional

view

Missouri

that fellowship

Synod

America,25

Committee

must

official

be based

on Doctrinal

of this official

Affirmation

it was observed

position.

on doctrinal

unity.

Synod Convention

In reporting

had been rejected by the American

that the ALC Fellowship

there were doctrinal

position was its tradi-

Unity in the Lutheran

in its report to the 1947 Missouri

the strength
Doctrinal

Synod's

Committee

The

Church of
indicates

on the reason the
Lutheran

Church,

itsel f had indicated

differences.

• • • the Brief Statement and the Declaration presented two trends of
thoughts, that they expressed differences in doctrine which do exist,
but which in the opinion of the Fellowship Committee do not preclude
fellowship.
Such differences were said to exist in the doctrines of
election,
of conversion,
of the Church, and regarding
the "Last
Things." The Fellowship
Committee held that in respect to our two
bodies the phrase "doctrinal agreemrt"
shou ld not be used, because
doctrinal agreement does not exist.2
The Missouri
stood

Committee

then proceeded

in the way of a declaration

obvious

lack of doctrinal

regarding
fellowship,

to I ist the obstacles

of fellowship.

The first

unity, the second a difference

the extent of doctrinal

unity necessary

which
was an

in understanding

for a declaration

of

and the third was the failure of the ALC to try to bring the

other churches

of the American

with the Brief Statement

Lutheran

Conference

and the Declaration.

to express

agreement

The committee explicitedly

stated:
Our Synod has insisted and still insists that fellowship must be
based on unity in all doctrines clearly revealed in Holy Writ. That
25The committee
members were Drs. J. H. C. Fritz and W. Arndt,
Prof. W. A. Baepler,
Pastors Geo. J. Meyer, F. H. Brunn, and W. H.
Jurgens, and Messers John Wegner and H. W. Knopp.
26Reports and Memorials Fortieth Regular Convention of the Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, 1947, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House,
1947), p, 379.
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type of uni ty alone agrees wi th st. Paul's admoni tion quoted in the
Constitution of our Synod under the caption "Object," to wit, 1 Cor.
1:10: "Now, I beseech you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus
Christ that ye all speak the same thing and that there be no divisions among you, but that ye be perfectly joined together in the same
mind and the same jucgment ," If church bodies can do no more than
pledge that each group be loyal to its own distinctive confession,
they are not speaking the same thing, nor are they joined together in
the same mind and judgment.27
This official
years of controversy

position was steadfastly maintained throughout the
within the Synodical

Conference.

In his presi-

dential address to the 1953 Missouri Synod Convention, President John W.
Behnken stated:
Surely it is not wrong and sinful to seek union with other church
bodies. However, this can and should be done onl y on the basis of
genuine doctrinal unity. IVhere it is based on unity of faith, God is
pleased. If, however, it is a mere striving for greater numbers and
if it r-e su lts in a compromise of Scriptural practice, it is sinful
and God cannot be p leased wi th it. It is better to stand a] one and
remain smaller in numbers and have God on ~gur side than to be linked
up with many church bodies and offend God.
The practical
President

effects of this position are shown by the rep 1y of

Behnken to an invitation

of the Augustana Synod and in the

official action of the 1956 Missouri Synod Convention to a memorial from
the Augustana EvangeJ.ical Lutheran Church and the United Lutheran Church
in America

for organic

union.

In his Triennial

Report to the 1956

Missouri Synod Convention, President John W. Behnken stated:
In March 1955 leaders of the Augustana Synod invited representatives of our Synod to meet with them for the purpose of inquiring
what we consider the minimum requirements toward the establishment of
fellowship.
We informed them that our church has a] ways held that
27Missouri Synod Reports and Memorials, 1947, pp. 381-382.
28proceedings of the FortY-Second Regular Convention of the
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1953, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1953), pp. 4-5.
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there must be doctrinal uni ty before there can be pul pi t and al tar
fellowship.29
The convention itself showed the same commitment to doctrinal unity
in its statement of response to an invitation for organic union.
Whereas, The aim of The United Lutheran Church in America and the
Augustana Evangelical Lutheran Church is to form an organic union of
the Lutherans of Amer ica on the basis of the uni ty in the fai th now
existing; and
Whereas, We hold that organic union should not be considered
before doctrinal unity has been established; therefore be it
Resolved, (a) That we respectfully decline the invitation of the
United Lutheran Church in America and the Augustana Evangelical
Lutheran Church as extended; and be it further
Resolved, (b) That we express our will ingness to meet with The
United Lutheran Church in America and the Augustana Evangelical
Lutheran Church wi th a v iew to resol ve our differences; and be it
finally
Resolved, (c) That we request that the sister synods of the
Synodical Conference be included in the invitation when such deliberations are proposed.30
When the ~lisconsin and Norwegian Synods withdrew from the Synodical
Conference in 1963 this tension within the Missouri Synod still remained,
and Mi asour i ts position was ambiguous.
Missouri Synod declared
Missouri

had changed.

fellowship

In the subsequent years, as the

with the ALC in 1969, it appeared

But had it really?

There were some who inter-

preted the formula, that "agreement in the Gospel and the Sacraments was
a sufficient basis for fellowship," as license to allow for diversity in
non-fundamental doctrines.

In the declaration of fellowship between the

29proceedings of the Forty-Third Regular Convention of the Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, 1956 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publihing House,
1956), p. 11.
30Ibid., p , 519.
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Missouri Synod and the American Lutheran Church

the stated basis was

described only as agreement in the Gospel and sacraments.
\~eunderstand that fellowship between church bodies is based on a
common and mutual acceptance, understanding and practice of the
Gospel and the sacraments, understanding the term "Gospel" as it is
used in the Augsburg Confession, Article VII. [Augsburg Confession,
Article V, which speaks of the Gospel and sacraments as instruments
of the Holy Spirit for the creation of faith, is helpful toward
understanding the meaning of "Gospel" in Augsburg Confession, Article
VII.] Where such agreement and understanding exist between church
bodies, they may and should establ ish altar and pulpit fellowship)1
However, contained in this same resolution declaring fellowship,
the following statement was included, indicating that the Missouri Synod
was not giving up its historic concern for true unity.

In the third

"Resolved" this desire for unity in doctrine and practice remains clear.
Resol ved, That the Synod reiterate the pl edge made
Statement and Declaration" to seek a unified evangelical
practice on the basis of our commi tment to the Gospel;
end the Synod propose the creation of an intersynodical
assist in the proper understanding
and practice
ship,
32
The final proof that the Missouri

in the "Joint
position and
that to this
commission to
of fellow-

Synod never relinquished

its

understanding that fellowship must be based on true unity of doctrine, is
demonstrated by the reason given in 1981 when the Missouri Synod severed
its fe 11owship with the ArTIer
ican Lutheran Church.

In its report to the

Convention, the Commission on Theology and Church Relations included a
detailed statement to explain its recommendations.

The commission

in-

dicated that the doctrinal discussions were complicated by the fact that
the ALC and the Missouri Synod have very different convictions regarding
31Convention Proceedings Forty-Eighth Regular Convention The
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1969, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1969), p. 97.
32Ibid., p. 98.
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the implication
agreement

of doctrinal

regarding

fellowship.
f'e Ll.owsh i p.

differences.

For the ALC a minimal

the Gospel and the sacraments

is sufficient

Doctrinal differences can be tolerated without disruption of
For the Missouri Synod, on the other hand, doctrinal dif-

ferences by their very nature were disrupti ve of fellowship.
difference,

for

Given this

one of the options open to the Missouri Synod was to a lter

their concept of fellowship.

This, however, was declared unacceptable.

The choices confronting the LCMS at this time are very limited,
indeed. First, the Synod could redefine its understanding of the
nature and basis of al tar and pul pi t fe 11 owship. After explor ing
that possibility, the CTCR has concluded that the Synod's traditional
understanding not only has strong Biblical, confessional, and historical warrant but continues to provide the Synod with a responsible
way to re 1ate to other church bodies. To recommend a change in our
definition of al tar and pulpit fellowship at this time is not warranted and would not be a responsible and faithful act of churchmanship.33
The problem with the ALC and Missouri Synod declaration of fellowship was that they were operating with a different understanding of what
was inc 1uded under the term Gospe 1. This becomes apparent in a study
commissioned by the Lutheran Council in the USA.
For Lutherans, Article VII of the Augsburg Confession prov ides
the starting point for investigation of existing unity: "For the
true unity of the church it is enough to agree concerning the
teaching of the gospel and the administration of the sacraments."
All of our church bodies begin from that premise. But exactly what
is this "teaching of the gospel" (doctrina evangelii)?
Discussions
among our three church bodies have revealed differences on this
point.
The ALC and LCA representatives have taken "gospel" in a narrow
sense as identifying the message or promise of the forgiveness of
sins for the sake of Jesus Christ. "Gospel" in this sense stands in
antithesis to "law." It is the central message of both the Old and
New Testaments.
"Gospel"
in this sense is impossible
to
33Convention Workbook Fifty-Fourth Regular Convention The Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, 1981, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House,
1981),

p. 150.
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conceptualize apart from the saving work of Jesus Christ. The LCMS
representatives agree on the importance of this view of "gospel," but
they assert that it is not possible to consider it in isolation. It
may be the "chief article," but it is not the only article. All
articles of faith treated in the Augsburg Confession, defended in the
Apology, and explained in the remaining Lutheran Confessions are
integrally related to the "gospel" in its narrower sense. Therefore,
to establish fellowship, the LCMS representatives feel, it is necessary to establish agreement in doctrine an~4in all its articles
(Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration X, 31).
Granted, the Missouri Synod, after the mid 1960s, was using different terminology in its discussion of the fellowship question than it
had in the past.
fellowship

The unity of faith necessary

for a declaration

was now described in terms of agreement

sacraments.

of

in the Gospel and

However, when the 11issouri Synod severed its fellowship

relations with the ALC in 1981, it was consciously enforcing its historic
position.

Apart from true unity there can be no fellowship.
A Problem with Defining the Term Doctrine

There is little doubt that Missouri did change. But what did that
imply and what kind of changes were these?
the Scriptures invol ved?

Was it the basic doctrines of

Or did the changes involve the appl ication of

the Scriptures to problems of Christian life?

Or does the unity required

for fellowship include application, so that it does not make any difference what kind of changes these were?

The answer given to the question,

"what changed," wi] 1 in large measure be determined by how doctrine is
defined.

Unfortunately the attempts to resolve the issues dividing the

Synodical Conference were compl icated by a lack of consensus regarding
34"studies - The Function of Doctrine and Theology in Light of the
Unity of the Church," Materials
Distributed
by the Division
of
Theological
Studies, Lutheran Council in the USA for Study and
Discussion, 1978, p. 5.
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the definition of doctrine. This was true both within the Missouri Synod
and between Missouri and the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods.
Missouri

Synod made some efforts to resolve

While the

the question,35

in the

Synodical Conference this issue was largely ignored.
If doctrine includes the official pronouncements made by a church
body in its attempts to apply the Scriptures to its world, then clearly
Missouri

had changed its doctrine.

Some notable

examples

in which

Missouri reversed its position include allowing women to vote in congregational meetings,
adultery

as divorce

whether breaking an engagement should be treated as
is, and whether or not it is proper to issue a

terminal call.36
While not all within the Missouri Synod would have agreed, the
position eIucidated by Arthur C. Repp was essentially the understanding
wi th which the Missouri Synod operated.

Al though the term doctrine is

used in a variety of ways, u Itimately doctrine is the Scriptures themselves or the norma normans, the norming norm.

This teaching, which is

the Scripture, has to be applied to specific historic situations. These
applications, which are drawn from the Scriptures, are also called doctrine.

As time passes the church will encounter new problems and for

this reason may modify or add to its doctrinal statements as it strives
to faithfully apply the doctrine of the Scriptures to the world it faces.
The church has establ ished limits for these formulations of doctrine in
the Lutheran Confessions, which are the established public doctrine and
35See Appendix H for a brief review of Missouri's efforts to define
doctrine.
36Repp, "Changes," CTM, pp. 462-468.
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are described
Scriptures.

as the norma normata,
Since church practice

a norm which is normed by the
is the practical

application

of

doctrine and hence its logical extension, this also must be in accord
with the Confessions. Practices which are contrary to the Scriptures and
the Confessions are just as div isive of church fellowship as are false
teachings.
However, since the church has formulated the Scriptures into doctrinal statements of Scriptures and must also apply those Scriptures to
the specific problems and situations of its day, there is al ways a subjective elEment in its decisions and it is always possible for errors in
judgment to occur.

Therefore for the church to remain fai thful to the

Scriptures, it must constantly evaluate its formulations of doctrine as
well as its practice.

If, because of a changing situation, a formulation

is in error or a practice is no longer adequate, the church must make a
change in order to remain faithful to the Scr ipture.

However, neither

the norming norm, the Scriptures, or the normed norm, the confessions,
may change.37
Thus while there were many changes in Missouri, given this understanding of doctrine in which the Scriptures

themselves

are the only

ultimate norm of doctrine and the Confessions are the formulation which,
while it is regulated by the Scriptures, regulates all our other statements of doctrine,

the Missouri

Synod could insist that it had not

changed doctrinally, even though it had changed many of its positions.38
37Ibid., pp. 458-461.
38Ibid., pp. 458-461.

217

Because they were operating with different definitions of doctrine,
the synods of the Synodical

Conference tal ked past one another as they

argued about whether Missouri had changed her doctrinal position. In the
end they ended up to be arguing in c irc Ies with both sides firml y convinced

they were correct.

When the Wisconsin

Synod objected

that

Missouri had changed doctrinally regarding the boy scouts, the Missouri
Synod acknowledged that they had varied their position, but that really
the change was in the scout organization which now gave control over what
was taught to the pastor of the local congregation.

Therefore

the

Missouri Synod believed it justifiabl e for them to vary their practice.
Thus, Theodore Graebner commenting about an individual who had expressed
the wish that Graebner's old tract condemning scouting was still available, indicated that this tract was inapplicable to the present because
"all the conditions on which the tract was based are cancel led in current
editions of Scout Manuals.,,39
When the Wisconsin

and Norwegian

Synods

compl ained

that the

Missouri Synod had changed when it participated in the chap laincy program
in World War II but not in World War I, the Missouri Synod countered that
what had changed was that now there were government assurances promising
that their principles would be observed.

This was what now allowed them

to participate in the chaplaincy program.40
39Theodore Graebner, "The Burden of Infallibility A Study in the
History of Dogma," [A paper written in November 1948 and circulated
privately], Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly, 38 (July 1965):91.
40Theodore Graebner gives a different perspecti ve as he expressed
the opinion that this was a case in which the Missouri Synod had been
wrong in its assessment of the chaplaincy during World War I and had
simply quietly changed its position without ever admitting its previous
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The Norwegian

Synod was convinced

changed its doctrine.

that the Missouri Synod had

A typical example of this is shown by their re-

action to the agreement by which the Missour i Synod decided to work in
conjunction with the National Lutheran Council in order to help support
some missions
Missouri

that had been orphaned

claimed

as a result

that this was cooperation

of World War II.

in externals.

George O.

Li 11 egard expressed his doubts that it would be possib Le to maintain the
distinction between spiritual work and cooperation in externals, because
the avowed goal of the National Lutheran Council is union.

He further

notes that this was precisely the position of the Missouri Synod at the
time of World War I. To prove his point Lillegard quotes an article by
Theodore Graebner in the March 16, 1920 Lutheran Witness, where Graebner
had said the Missouri

Synod refused to cooperate

Lutheran Council in relief and Army, Navy
se impossible

with the National

work, "not becasue it was per

to draw a line 'between bodily help and mission work

proper,' but because it did not trust such an organization
to draw the line correctly."

Lillegard

as the N.L.C.

observes that Missouri's old

error. (Graebner, "The Burden of Infallibility," p. 92.) Repp referred
to this statement in 1967 and indicated his belief that Missouri's change
of position regarding the chaplaincy was an example of a permissible kind
of doctrinal change. After noting that in 1918 a proposal recommended by
Rev. Eissfeldt, who was sent by Missouri Synod president Dr. Pfotenhauer,
which was essentially the same as the 1941 agreement with the National
Lutheran Council for the handling of the chaplaincy, was specifically
rejected by Dr. Pfotenhauer, and that Prof. E. Pardieck from the st.
Louis Seminary condemned the chaplaincy with an argument identical with
that currently used by the Wisconsin Synod. Repp concludes with the
statement, "We went ahead in World War II and caJ.led chaplains. We never
admitted that in World War I our position had been a mistaken one."
(Repp , "Changes," CTM, p. 465.)

219
opponents and old associates both agree that Missouri has changed.

Only

some in Missouri insist that they have not changed.41
Were these changes in doctrine?
is, it depends.

The only answer that can be given

Since the participants

in the dispute operated with a

different understanding of doctrine, there was no way in which they could
agree on just what Missouri's changes invol ved.
was that it would compJicate

The inev itable result

every phase of the controversy,

adding

distrust, frustration, and a sense of drifting apart.
Conclusion
The Synodical

Conference was destroyed because the Wisconsin and

Norwegian Synods believed that the Missouri Synod was in the process of
espousing

liberal

theology.

They saw this movement toward liberalism

especially in the divergency of practice which seemed to be tolerated by
Missouri Synod officials and in faulty statements by leading members of
the Missorui Synod which seemed to go uncorrected. These two synods saw
this change particuJarly
leveJ of agreement
garding

in Missouri

doctrinal position regarding the

necessary for a declaration

the nature and inspiration

of feJ lowship and re-

of the Scriptures.

If these two

charges were true, it would have been a definite doctrinal change. It is
true that during these years the Missouri Synod was torn between two
forces, and it was also true that the future direction of the Missouri
41George O. Lillegard, "Cooperation in Externals," Lutheran
Sentinel 25 (27 May 1942):148-152.
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Synod woul d be determined by which force dominated.
when the Wisconsin
Conference,

and Norwegian

it was yet uncertain

Synods withdrew

However, in 1962,
from the Synodical

where Missouri would go.

Therefore

their charge that the Missouri Synod had become a liberal body can not be
sustained.
This does not mean that the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods should
be judged as separatistic or schismatic, even though they were regularly
cal led that.
wiI 1

Such a judgment impl ies a deliberateness

of intent.

separate in spi te of the fact that there are no grounds."

their goal to destroy.

"We

Nor was

They sought to preserve the truth. On the basis

of their perception of the si tuation these two synods were firml y convinced their conclusions about the Missouri Synod were right.42
The Slovak Synod did not share this judgment.

They believed that

the withdrawal of the Wisconsin and Norwegian Synods from the Synodical
Conference was premature.

In the Slovak Synod resolution presented to

the 1962 Synodical Conference Convention, they stated their opinion that
the actions of the ELS and the Wisconsin Synods were premature, and made
an appeal to continue to study the issues. Everything has not yet been
done.

To separate at this time would destroy the very means by which a

resolution could be found and demonstrate to the world the way to attain
true unity. 43

Certainly

those,

who for various

reasons

left the

42Those who left the Missouri Synod during the controversy, as well
as those who still occasionally leave, would have agreed with them.
43synodical Conference Proceedings, 1962, pp 68-69.
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Wisconsin

and Norwegian

Synods and became part of Missouri,

did not

consider Missouri heterodox.
The correctness

of the conclusion

that their separation was pre-

mature is further demonstrated by subsequent developments.

Even though

the Missouri Synod did declare fellowship with the ALC in 1969, when this
relationship was severed in 1981, the grounds included a manifest lack of
doctrinal agreement.
unity.

Missouri insisted fellowship must be based on true

The bitter struggle within Missouri over the inspiration of the

Scr ipture did not I ead to a change in Missour i's position, but instead
this struggle resulted in the withdrawal from the Missouri Synod of the
leading advocates for this change and in the formation of a new Lutheran
Church.44
Postscript
If this separation was premature, it would seem evident that there
must still be agreement

in the Gospel and the sacraments

Missouri Synod, the Wisconsin Synod, and the Norwegian Synod.

between the
If this is

44It is legitimate to question if the tensions within the Missouri
Synod have in fact been resolved.
The number of those who left the
Missouri was far less than the percentage of those who supported the
moderate position. In addition there is an observable difference in the
practice of fellowship between east coast and mid-western districts of
the Missouri Synod. This divergency involves not only a few pastors but
the 1aity of these areas as we 11. Gi ven the size and di versity of the
Missouri Synod, it is questionable if the kind of unanimi ty some seek
lies in the realm of possibility. Perhaps it is more realistic to conc 1ude that tensions such as these are a real ity wi th which, under the
grace of God, we will be constantly forced to struggle.
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so, then these synods should declare
perhaps

it

is time to put the Synodical

However, before
sideration

themselves

questions

are tal king the same language.

If this

end in frustration

Conference back together

is done, there

to some basic

again

given

that

Some of these questions

and

again.

needs to be some ser ious conto be sure all

those invol ved

is not done, the result

and recrimination.

which Jay behind much of the tension

to be in fellowship,

will

These were the questions

and suspicion

in years past.

are:

1. If fe 11owship is to be based on agreement
the sacraments, what precisely
is the Gospel?

in the Gospe I and

2. Since the goal in fellowship
is unity in doctrine and practice,
what precisely
is a doctrine?
Is it valid to distinguish
between "doctrine"
and the appl ication of a doctrine to a specific
si tuation,
which is also the pub I ic teaching of the church? And, if
this distinction
is valid,
what belongs in each category?

3. Is it permissible to question the adequacy of past doctrinal
formulations
or statements
and admit that they were based on the
perceptions of that day or that the language might have been slanted
or the logic erroneous? Or has a doctrine of synodical infalliblity
in effect been espoused?
And, if it is permissible,
what effect on
f'e I lowship would occur if the assessment of a particular
doctrinal
formulation was not unanimous?
4. Since the goal of fellowship
is uni ty in doctr ine and practice, is it possible,
even as we work toward that, to have fellowship
if there is disagreement
regarding
the application
of doctrine
to
specific situations?
These are not easy questions
But if there

is to be true

kinds of questions

unity

which will

within

must be considered

generate

quick answers.

and / or between synods,

and resolved.

these

APPENDIX A
WAUWATOSA THEOLOGY AND THE PROTES'TANT CONTROVERSY
"Wauwatosa Theology" was the result of the perception and teachings
of J. P. Koehler, who was first professor

{1900} and then president

{1920} of the seminary located in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin, (1ater moved to
Thiensville, Wisconsin).

It is described by Leigh Jordahl, who is sym-

pathetic to it and a supporter of the Protes'tants, as an attitude or
style, rather than being a unified wel l-though~out

system.

Koehler's

approach was based on the conviction that the Gospel alone is God's once
and for all message.

This message must obviously be proclaimed, but the

manner in which it is expressed at any particular point in history must
be determined by the circumstances of that particular historical situation.1
More specificaJ Jy Koehler objected to what he percei ved as the
dominant trend in theology which elevated
that the historica1

and exegetical

dogmatics to such an extent

study of Scripture was considered

unimportant.

Under this system Scripture was searched for proof texts to

substantiate

one's posi tion.

approach

This overemphasis

on dogmatics led to an

in which the goal was to show that we are correct, you are

incorrect. Koehler's goal was a reorientation of perspective which would
let Scripture reign supreme and al10w the Gospe1 to dictate the message.
1 Un Iess otherwise noted the mater ia1 in Appendix A is taken from
Leigh D. Jordahl, Introd., The History of the Wisconsin Synod by John
Philipp Koehler (st. Cloud, MN: Sentinel Publishing Company, 1970), pp.
i-xxix.
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The theologian must try to express the Gospel in an appropriate form for
the current day rather than force the current day into past forms of
historical expression.
Koehler f'e It uncomfortabl e with the distinction made between subjecti ve and objecti ve fai tho He asserted that objecti ve faith, or the
analogy of faith, was not a scriptural use of the term. Rather, when the
Scriptures used faith they always meant subjective faith, the trust which
clings to Christ as Savior.

Thus Koehler finds fault with the Brief

Statement in its use of the 'analogy of faith' which he identifies as the
old error, that st. Paul in Romans 12:6 refers to a compendium of the
teachings of the apostles.
Koehler's theology had little direct influence on the theology of
the Wisconsin Synod.

There was no hue and cry raised among his former

students when he was ousted. There was no cohesive group which advocated
his positon, but there was a vocal group opposed to his form of teaching.
While not directly

tied together,

Wauwatosa

Theology

and the

Protes'tant Controversy have a definite relationship. Wauwatosa theology
had been a source of strife within the Wisconsin Synod for many years
before

the emergence

of the Protes'tant

Controversy.

Whi lethe

Protes'tant group was small, the controversy resulted in a major split
within the Wisconsin

Synod, as well

as the rejection

of Wauwatosa

Theology, and the ouster of its chief exponent, J. P. Koehler.
The Protes'tant Controversy erupted as a resul t of the conviction
that the officials

of the Wisconsin Synod had acted in a tyrannical

manner in dealing with several cases of discipline during 1924-1926. The
controversy

did not emerge because there was support for those being
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discipl ined.

Rather, it was fel t by a group of pastors that synodical

officials were more interested in political maneuvering than in reaching
ffil

understanding and correcting the underlying issues.

The Protes'tants

were not concerned with furthering a particular point of view.

But they

did raise a united voice in protest against what they regarded

as a

spirit of legalism on the part of the synodical officials.
The significance of the controversy is given a different interpretat ion in the official

histories of the Wisconsin Synod than it is by

Leigh Jordahl in his introduction to Koehler's history of the Wisconsin
Synod.

The official centennial publication of the Wisconsin Synod says,

regarding the controversy "a number of pastors together with their congregations

and a few teachers severed their connections.,,2

This same

document comments on Koehl er's dismissal:
And now {1929} it had become known that serious differences had
arisen between the President of the Seminary, Prof. Koehler, and the
other members of the faculty and the Board, differences which after
almost a year of fruitless discussion were to lead to a severing of
his relations, first with the Seminary and then also with the Synod.
Be it said that the issue was never one of doctrine, but of the
interpretation of a controversial document, of a resultant lack of
confidence in his co-workers, and finally of a compl ete disagreement
as to the procedure to be followed in discussing these differences.
The final outcome seems to have been as inev itab Le as it is regrettable to this day. We who were his students owe more to him than we
can say)
The Protes'tants had a different point of view.

They believed they

had been ousted from office and suspended from the synod.

Thus Jordahl

2A• P. Voss, ed., Continuing in His Word 1850-1950: The History
of the Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod of Wisconsin and Other States
(Ni I waukee: Northwestern PubIishing House, 1951). p. 42.
3Voss, p. 149.
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in discussing

Koehler's

career

refers

to Koehler's

"suspension

and ouster

in 1929.,,4
The effects
are difficul
Jate

of the Protes'tant

t to evaluate

vocal

Wisconsin

Synod.5

From his
Controversy

supporters

perspecti

on the Wisconsin Synod

and the fuJ J story has never been toJd.

1930s and beyond, long after

were still

Controversy

it had suppossedly

of this

ve Leigh

In the

been resolved,

theology

in various

districts

Jordahl

believes

the

there
of the

Protes'tant

brought about a change in tone within the Wisconsin Synod.

That controversy
resul ted in Koehler's own dismissal
and also
meant that from the years following
the battle
(roughly 1924-1930)
the character
of the Theologische
Quartal schrift
changed substantially.
The controversy represented a decisive moment in Wisconsin
Synod history.
After 1930 Koehler and his synOd went separate ways.
And whatever may be one's judgment of the issues invol ved in the
controversy
itself,
the change that occurred in the content and point
of view of the QuartaJschrift
is perhaps the best empiricaJ documentation that a pervasive change did in fact occur.6
4Jordahl,

p. xxv ii.

5W• F. Dorn, "The Thirty-Year
controversy
Between Missouri
Wisconsin," A mimeograph commentary, 1983, pp. 5-6.
6Jordahl,

p. xi.

and

APPENDIX B
1940 OBSTACLES PREVENTING THE MISSOURI SYNOD FROM DECLARING
FELLOWSHIP

WITH THE AMERICAN LUTHERAN CHURCH

The Missouri Synod openly acknowledged that areas of problem still
remained between itse 1 f and the ALC.

In an effort to assure the other

partners in the Synodical Conference Dr. WiJ liam Arndt, spokesman for the
Missouri

Synod's Committee on Unity, detailed

to the 1940 Synodical

Conference Chicago Convention these five points which the Missouri Synod
had formulated in a letter as an answer to and ALC query concerning what
sti 11 hampered a dec laration of fel lowship between the ALC and the
Missour i Synod.
1. The A. L. C. holds membership in the American Lutheran
Conference together with bodies with which the Missouri Synod is not
in fellowship.
2. The Missouri Synod holds membership in the Synodical
Conference and will not establish fellowship with other church-bodies
without the consent and approval of its sister synods.
3. Certain features of the so-ca l led "Sandusky Resolutions" and
one point in the Declaration of the A.L.C. (objective justification).
4. The approach between the A.L.C. and the U.L.C. on the basis
of objectionable agreements such as reached in the matter of the
Inspiration of the Scriptures.
5. Matters of church practice, as e.g. unionism, lodgery, etc.1
1proceedings of the Thirty-seventh Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference, 1940 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House,
1940).

p.90.
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Dr. Theodore Graebner, who was the editor of the Lutheran Witness,
detailed to the Convention what he considered the very real difficulties
which stood in the way of fellowship between the Missouri Synod and the
AIDerican Lutheran Church.
1. While the synodical bodies have voted settlement of the
doctrinal controversies, they have not thereby created an agreement
in the doctrina pub] ica of the two bodies. As a matter of fact we
know that there are conferences and individuals in the A.L.C. who do
not agree with the doctrines of inspiration and predestination, to
mention onl y these, adopted by the commissioners and the A.L.C.
convention. We have more than a surmise for this situation. It has
developed in the course of joint conferences between our clergy. It
is therefore necessary that the synOdical resolution be followed out
consistently that conferences meet in order to establish how far our
own pastors and those in the A.L.C. agree with the public doctrine of
their church-bodies.
2. There are old offenses that have never been removed, opposition altars, which are to this day a cause of hard feeling. The
individual congregations must not be forced into a union which simply
ignores the existence of such offenses.

3. The A.L.C. has relations towards other Lutheran bodies, some
of which we would call cooperation in externals only~ while others we
judge to be cooperation in the religious field. Until this matter is
cl arified, union of worship and work between oursel ves and the A.L.C.
is sti 11 in the future.2
2proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1940, p. 91.

APPENDIX C
The FELLOWSHIP STATEMENT OF THE SELC
The following statement is the position of the Synod of Evangelical
Lutheran Churches as expressed in Four Statements on Fellowship.
Church fe 11 owship may be defined as an outward and v isible expression of the inner conviction that a oneness exists between those
comprising and exercising this fellowship. It is a public demonstration and confession that we are bound together by common interests
which flow from a common faith in the Triune God and in Jesus Christ
as the only Savior of mankind.
Though it presupposes and demands a uni ty of fai th in doctrine
and practice and a submission to the judgment of Scripture in all
matters, it does not mean or demand a conformity in externals, no
matter how desirable this would be. Mere outward conformity to
external s is no assurance of fe 1 1owship, and nei ther is a lack of
such conformity to be construed as a denial of fellowship. However,
there can be no fellowship with such as teach or tolerate error,
since truth and error cannot coexist. One destroys the other.
It is evident from Scripture that true fellowhsip can exist and
be practiced only between such as possess a unity of faith rooted in
Scripture and continue in the practical application of that faith in
al 1 phases of Christian 1 iv ing. The acceptance of a common faith
must then be evidenced by a demonstration of obedience to the Word of
God in life and practice. A toleration of error would be disruptive
of this fellowship and eventually destroy it.1
1Four Statements on Fellowship Presented by the Constituent Synods
of the Synodical Conference for Study and Discussion (st. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1960). p. 13.

229

APPENDIX D
THE JOINT UNION COM1ITTEE
The Joint

Union

Committee

was formed by the 1956 Synodical

Conference Convention in an effort to resolve the various issues dividing
the synods.

The committee was made up of the union committees of each of

the constituent synods. After first determining the status controversiae
for each issue, each synod was to state its position both thetically and
antitheticalJy.

As the committee reached agreement on the various con-

troverted issues they were to draw up a joint doctrinal statement.1
When the Joint Union Committee

reported

to the 1958 Synodical

Conference Convention, they included a description of how their task was
approached.
To approach this large and vital common task intelligently, it
was necessary to have a clear understanding of the precise points at
issue in the various problems that have disturbed, and are still
disturbing, the unity of spirit within the Synodical Conference. To
this end the group committed
itsel f to an exhausti ve study of the
following six areas of theology:
1. Scripture - Revelation, Principles of Interpretation
2. Atonement and Justification
3. Grace, Conversion, Election
4. The Dynamic of the Christian Life - Scouting
5. Church and Ministry - Fellowship, Unionism, Separatism, Discipline, Mil itary ChapJaincy
6. Eschatology - Antichrist2
1proceedings of the Forty-Fourth Convention of the Ev. Lutheran
Synodical Conference of North America, 1956, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1956), pp. 144-146.
2proceedings of the Forty-Fifth Convention of the Ev. Lutheran
Synodical Conference of North America, 1958, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Pub 1ishing House, 1958), p. 41.
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They reported that their study of the Scriptures had been brought
to a successful conclusion when a Statement on Scripture was adopted by
the Committee on May 7, 1958. This statement was presented to the 1958
Synodical Conference Convention and adopted as amended)

The corrmittee

was also able to report extensive agreement on the issue of Scouting but
were stil 1 working toward complete unity.4
By 1960 the Joint Union Committee had reached agreement on the
doctrine of the Antichrist and were about to produce a final document
pertaining to the doctrine of justification.

However, as they reported

to the convention it was also painful ly apparent that serious probl ens
had been encountered in the doctrine of the church and fellowship.
It would be less than honest to report that no disagreements were
discovered, or that all disagreements were overcome. Much time was
devoted at all meetings to frank debate concerning a number of problems disturbing fraternal relations within the Synodical Conference:
Incidents involving pronouncements and practices of individuals
within The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod reported in the public
press, incidents which sister synods declared to be unionistic in
character and a violation of Scriptural principles as hitherto observed in Synodical Conference circles.
Objections were raised
against some of the offical actions of the Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod wi th re 1ation to the NLC and the LWF, as wel 1 as the NCCCUSA.
The suspension of fellowship relations with the Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod on the part of the Evangelical Lutheran Synod is also
a very grave matter. This does not exhaust the list of prOblems, but
serves as representative. It became apparent that in the broad area
of fellowship (church prayer, etc.) there exists a real difference of
opinion. The explanations offered by The Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod seemingly did not a I lay the fears of the sister synods,
By far the largest amount of time during the past several
meetings was devoted to a determined wrestling with the problems
3This "Statement on Scripture" was a Iso adopted at the 1959
Missouri Synod Convention. Proceedings of the Forty-Fourth Regular
Convention of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1959 (St. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1959), p. 189.
4proceedings Synodical Conference, 1958, pp. 42-46.
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growing out of divergent views on fellowship, recognizing that here
lay the single most formidable obstacle to a restoration of proper
intersynodical relations. The committees of all synods are dedicated
wholly and ur~eservedly to the Lutheran confessional principle of the
Holy Scriptures as the sole and absolute source and norm of all
teachings in the church. Also in the vital question of fellowship
the members desire nothing else. Yet with profound perplexity and
genuine grief it must be r~orted
that a solution has thus far
escaped the Joint Committees.
The Joint Union Committee was never able to move beyond this point
and solution to the fellowship issue truly proved to be unattainable.
5proceedings of the Forty-Sixth Convention of the Ev. Luth.
Synodical Conference, 1960, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House,
1960), p. 35.

APPENDIX E
THE DISPUTE OVER PRAYER-FELLOWSHIP INVOLVING DR. BRUX
Dr Adolph A. Brux, a Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod missionary in
India from 1923-1932, became involved in a dispute over his practice of
prayer fellowship with Christians of different denominations.

When in-

formal discussions at a conference of missionaries revealed differences
of opinion about prayer fellowship, in January of 1924 Dr. Brux was asked
to wr ite a paper on the topic.

The resul ts of his efforts was a paper

entitled "Christian Prayer and Unionism." In this paper Dr. Brux stated
that on the basis of a careful study of the pertinent Bible passages he
believed
fellowship

that "our current

theory and practice

with Christians

of other denominations

respecting

prayer-

goes beyond what a

sound interpretation of these Bible passages warrants and is, therefore,
to the extent to which this is the case, unscr-Ip tura L't '
After initial

discussion

meantime the Caste-controversy

the paper lay dorment because in the
had erupted.

Finally

in 1931, when Dr.

Brux was on furlough in the United States, the paper was submitted to the
Board of Missions.2

Eventual Jy Dr. Brux's defense of his position was

rejected by the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod Board of Foreign Missions

---------------1AdoJph A. Brux, An AppeaJ to Synod with History of Case including
Charges Against the Board of Foreign Missions and Its General Secretary
and Charges Against the President of Synod, (1934), p. 6.
2Brux, An AppeaJ, pp. 6-7.
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and he was suspended
appealed

on December

8, 1932.

Dr. Brux then

directly to the Missouri Synod.3

When

the

Convention,
mittee,

from office

matter

it apparently

which

was

reached an amicable

was

considered

at

the

had been resolved.

assigned

to study

solution

to this doctrinal

1935

Missouri

The convention

the dispute,

believed

question.

Synod

floor comthey had

In part their

report stated.
1. So far as direct Srcipture teaching on prayer-fel lowship is
concerned there is no passage, so far as we know, that expressly
prohibits prayer-fellowship with erring Christians whom we must still
regard as members of the universal Christian church.
2. There are, however,
truth [sic] indifference
offense.

passages which prohibit compromise of the
to doctrine,
unionism,
and gi v ing of

3. Hence every kind of prayer-fellowshi~
these objectionable features must be avoided.
Since
tionable

the first paragraph

to Dr. Pfotenhauer,

revised doctrinal

of this statement
the report

proved

was therefore

one of

to be objecrevised.

This

statement then was incorporated in a resolution adopted

by the Convention which also declared
and recommended

which involves

Dr. Brux eligible

that he be a I lowed to return

statement regarding prayer fellowship

for the ministry

to India.

The doctrinal

with Christains of other denomina-

tions stated:
Scripture very plainly prohibits compromise of the truth, indifference to doctr ine, unionism, and gi v ing of offense and therefore
forbids every kind of prayer-fellowship which invol ves one of these
objectionable features.
There are in the domain of casuistry cases

3Adolph A. Brux, Re-Appeal
~rux,

Re-Appeal,

p. 3.

to Synod, (1938), p. 54.
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where the question whether unionistic prayer-fellowship
cannot be answered in advance.5

is invol ved

However, in fact the issue had not been resol ved. When the Board
for Foreign Missions

did not see fit to allow

Dr. Brux to return to

India, in 1938 Dr. Brux re-submitted his appeal to Synod. The matter was
again considered by the Missouri Synod at its 1938 convention.
the Convention

In 1938

repeated that in 1935 Dr. Brux had been reinstated and

should have received the salary normaJJy given a missionary on furlough.
At the same time it also adopted a resol ution stating that Dr. Brux had
been wrong in making a public appeal before fully complying
procedure

of Matthew

with the

18.6 The net result of the dispute was that Dr.

Brux resigned from the Missouri synod.7
In 1967 a memorial was submitted to the Missouri Synod Convention
concerning

Dr. Brux's situation.

This memorial

pointed out that the

position advocated by Dr. Brux was essentially the same as the treatise
on fellowship

which had been produced

Theo logy and Church Re lations.
recti fy the situation

by the Synod's Commission

on

The Synod was peti tioned to at tempt to

and ask Dr. Brux for forgi veness. 8

In his

5proceedings of the Thirty-Sixth Regular Convention of the Synod of
Missouri, Ohio, and Other States, 1935 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Pub Iishing House, 1935) p. 293.
6proceedings of the Thirty-Seventh Regular Convention of the Synod
of Missouri, Ohio, and Other States, 1938 (st. Louis, t10: Concordia
Publishing House, 1938), pp. 323-324.
7Roger P. Frobe, "An Exegetical Study of Romans 16:17-20 in Light
of Its Use in the Missouri Synod during the Last Thirty Years for the
Question of Fe llowship", S.T.M. Thesis, Concordia Seminary, St. Louis,
1970, p. 7.
8Convention Workbook FortY-Seventh Regular Convention The Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, 1967 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House,
1967), p. 334.
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presidential

address

Dr.

01 i ver

Harms called

memorial.9

The resol

ution

actual]

y passed

there

was now agreement

ever,

no mention

become accepted

between

was made that

practice

for

was vague,

support

of

indicating

Dr. Brux and the Missour i Synod.
the position

in the Missouri

advocated

1967, p. 163.

that
How-

by Dr. Brux had

Synod.10

9Convention Proceedings FortY-Seventh Regular Convention The
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1967 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing
House, 1967), p. 44.
1~roceedings,

this

APPENDIX
F
THEREPORTOF'THEINTERIMCOMMITTEE
ONTHECHAPLAINCY
TO THE 1948 CONVENTION
The committee
Convention
consisted
Theiste

authorized

for a study
of Rev. Jaroslav

by the

of the dispute
Pelikan,

1946 Synodical
over

the Mil i tary

Sr. of the Slovak

of the Norwegian Synod, Rev. H. Eckert,
of the Wisconsin

Theodore Nickel,

and Mr. John Kirsch of the Missouri

report

Chaplaincy,

Synod, Rev. H. A.

Rev. A. Westendorf,

Mr. A. Schwantes

of their

Conference

and

Synod, and Rev. H. J. A. Bouman, Rev.

to the 1948 Synodical

Synod.

The essence

Conference Convention was:
I

a. That a congregation
is a group of professing
Christians
who
by God's commandregularly
assemble
for worship ..•
and are united
for the purpose of maintaining
the ministry
of the Word in their
midst . • • ;
b. That the congregation is the only divinely designated body or
unit of the visible
Church ••• ;
c. That the congregation
exercises
its powers (Le.,
ca I 1 s
pastors,
uses the Keys, etc.) only by virtue
of the believers
in
it. . . .
II
Synods and other co-operati
ve organizations
(pastoral
conferences, mission societies,
chil dren' s friend societies,
etc.) may be
formed for the purpose of carrying out certain specific
commands of
the Lord ••.
which the indi v idual congregation,
because of human
weakness and other limitations,
may not be able to carry out by
itself.
. •.
But such organizations
are an outgrowth of Christian
love and Christian
liberty.
The work so done is both divinely
appOinted and God-pleasing
••.
so long as it does not violate
the
authority
vested by God in the local congregation ••••
Synod is not a congregation
as defined in Par. I, but an association
of such congregations.
Synod, therefore,
has and exercises
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only those rights and powers which are delegated to it by the constituent congregations, which, in turn, possess these rights and powers
by v irtue of the bel ievers in their midst.
III
The formation of a congregation or the exercise of its functions
does not deprive the individual believer of any of the inherent
rights, duties, or privileges of the royal priesthood. However, the
Scriptures clearly indicate that these rights may be exercised
publicly [sic] (i.e., by order and in the name of the congregation, ••. ) only by authority of the local congregation.
While the local congregation may delegate the exercise of some of
its functions (or work, e. g., mission work outside its parish, etc.)
to such groups as it may designate (e. g., Synod, mission societies,
etc.), the exercise of the final step in excommunication can never be
so delegated because of the specific command of Christ in Matt.
18:17: "Tell it unto the church" (••. i.e., the local congregation).
IV
God has instituted also the office of the so-called public ministry of the Word. According to Scripture this office is to be clearly
distinguished from the general priesthood of all believers:
a. Since no one may execute this office except he have a proper
cal 1 thereto ••••
b. Since a particular aptitude and an exemplary walk of life is
required of the incumbents of this office.
V

The ca I ling of ministers of the \iord is the ob I igation and sole
right of the local congregation. . •• Smalcald Articles, Triglot,
p. 523: "Therefore it is necessary for the Church (German: die
Kirchen, plural, i.e., local congregations) to retain the authority
to cal l, elect, and ordain ministers." •.. "Hence, wherever there
is a true church, the right to elect and ordain ministers necessarily
exists."
A. The Obligation to call rests upon the congregation
a. by the express will of God that congregations should
maintain the ministry of the Word in their midst •.. ;
b. by the implied will of God which is evident from the
description the Bible furnishes of a Christian congregation and the
office of the ministry ... ;
c. by the command of Jesus to preach the Gospe 1. .
B. The authority and validity of the call stems
a. from the universal priesthood of all believers.
b. from the di vine insti tution of the ministry ••.•
C. In order to expedite the work of the Church, the congregation
may de 1ega te its author ity and power to ca 1 1. •
Thi s inc 1udes
the calling of pastors, missionaries, professors, teachers, etc., who
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are gifts of God to the Church. When this is done, it is solelyby
Christian Jiberty and in accordance with the Jaw of love.
D. The call may be terminated any time that God removes the
gift, or the field, or when the qualifications demanded are no longer
met. . . .1
The dissenting minor ity report was gi ven by Rev. H. H. Eckert of
the Wisconsin Synod.

He indicated that in the matter of the Church and

Ministry there are not differences in doctrine as such, but there are two
marked differences

in application.

He describes

the differences

in

appl ication in the following way.
a. Some restrict the concept of a di vine 1 y insti tuted church
(the Church of Christ as it appears on earth) ...
to the locaJ
congregation and consider all gatherings of bel ievers, groups of
Christians beyond the local congregation, such as synods, conferences, etc., a purely human arrangement.
b. Others find in the descr ipti ve name of church ... a term
which applies with equal propriety to the various groupings into
which the Holy Spirit has gathered His believers, local congregations
as we 11 as larger groups.
c. Some restrict the idea of a divinely instituted ministry to
the pastorate of a Jocal congregation and consider such offices as
teachers, professors, synodical official s, etc., branches of this
office without a specific command of God, established in Christian
liberty.
d. Others see in "ministry" a comprehensi ve term which covers
the various special offices with which the ascended Lord has endowed
His Church.
These differences are present within the committee. The majority
of the committee identifies with a and c while the minority with b
and d.2
1proceedings of the Fortieth Convention of the Ev. Luth. Synodical
Conference of North America, 1948, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing
House, 1949), pp. 137-140.
2proceedings, Synodical Conference, 1948, p. 141.

APPENDIX
G
MISSOURISYNOD
MEMORIALS
CALLING
FORDOCTRINAL
DISCIPLINE
Typical
are two

of the memorial s ca l ling

memorials from the

1959 Missouri

which ca l 1s for a strengthening
with the superv ision

for proper doctrinal
Synod Convention.

of the constitutional

of doctrine,

states

responsibility

for discipline.

superv ision
require

of doctrine,

those,

position,

contains

to stop their

a section

There it

or practice

aberration

of strengthening
supervision
and
and unscriptural
position. 1

which describes

states
its

that

responsible

differently

immediately.

re 1ation

errors.

If that

officers

The officials

moment when he is manifestJy
off

at

once.,,2

an obstinate

The memorial

closes

a false

errorist,
with a plea

are then
individual

faiJ s, they are then to declare

"one should not tol erate

that

p. 521.
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s

their

This is to be done
teacher

even for a

but shouJd drive
that

him

Synod should

1Reports and Memorials Forty-Fourth ReguJar Convention of The
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1959, (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Pub1ishing House, 1959), p. 508.
2Ibid.,

to

from the Synodical

wi th the Missour i Synod has been severed.

immediatel y, since

Synod's

in the area of the

to deal promptJ y with them in love in order to win the erring
from their

dealing

in the second "~Vhereas,"

Synod has charged

who teach

The first,

prov isions

Developments in late years indicate the necessity
the provisons
of our Bylaws regarding
doctrinal
discipline
lest the toleration
of doctrinal
errors
practice resul t in the loss of our correct doctrinal
The second memorial

discipl ine
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instruct
"for

its

responsible

the prompt removal

officers

to fol low this

of any continued

evangelica1

or future

teaching

which is not in harmony with God's Word.,,3
?

..lMissouri Synod Reports and Nemorials,

1959, p. 521.

procedure,
or practice

APPENDIX H
MISSOURI'S EFFORTS TO DEFINE THE TERM "DOCTRINE"
As a resul t of dissatisfaction

wi th the posi tion of the Amer ican

Lutheran Church, stating that there were areas of doctrine which were not
disruptive

of church fellowship,

a memorial was submitted to the 1944

Convention of the Missouri Synod concerning how the term doctrine was to
be defined.

The original definition suggested by the memorial defined

doctrine as "every truth contained

in, or drawn from, or implied by,

Scripture." This was altered, and the final definition adopted defined a
doctrine as, "a truth contained in, expressed by, or properl y drawn from
Scripture. ,,1
This definition proved to be unsatisfactory because "a truth" could
include many things which had not previously been considered doctrines,
and the number of doctrines
Scriptures

were properly

1953 the problem
faculties.

would grow immeasurably

every time the

appl ied to a new situation.

As a resul t, in

of defining a doctrine was referred to the seminary

After studying the issue they defined a doctrine

in the

following way.
A doctr ine is an artic le of fai th which the church in obedience
to her Lord, and in response to her specific needs, derives according
1proceedings of the Thirty-Ninth Regular Convention of The Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, 1944 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House,
1944), p. 250.
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to sound principles of interpretation from Scripture as the sole
source of doctrine and sets forth in a form adapted to teaching.2
However, their definition, while it had considerable merit, did not
distinguish between the various uses of the term doctrine. Therefore at
the 1962 Missouri

Synod Convention

the matter was referred

Conmission of Theology and Church ReIations (CTCR) for study.
report presented

to the 1965 convention

was

to the
The CTCR

accepted as an adequate

response regarding the original assignment but recognized that because of
time limitation

it had been unable

to thoroughly

study the whole

question. Therefore the CTCR was authorized to give further study to the
question, and issue a final report.

The resul ting report, "A Rev iew of

the Question, 'What Is a Doctrine?'" was adopted by the 1969 Convention
of the Missouri Synod.3 The conclusions stated were:
1. The statement and comments adopted by the two seminary
faculties in 1956 (see above) remain a sound and useful answer to the
question "What Is a Doctrine?"
2. In the New Testament and the Lutheran Confessions "the doctrine" generally denotes the entire Christian doctrine v iewed as a
whol e. As used in the question "What Is a Doctrine?" the terms "a
doctrine" or "doctr ines" ref Iect the atomistic usage current since
the 17th century. Used in this way, "a doctrine" denotes a part of
the whole Biblical teaching on Christian faith and life which is
distinguished from the whole for purposes of teaching or discussion.
3. No matter how skillfully or logically we divide the whole
Christian doctrine into convenient parts, or "doctrines," it is
important for us to remember that the one doctrine God gave us is an
organic whol e. Therefore onl y that which is part of this one doctrine can claim the status of "a doctrine" in the Christian church.
Moreover, Christians will seek to study the various parts in the
2Walter A. Baepler, chairman, "What is a Doctrine? Report of the
st. Louis and Springfield Seminary Faculties and the Committee on
Doctrinal Unity", The Lutheran Witness, 75, (May 8, 1956):10.
3Convention Proceedings Forth-Eighth Regular Convention The
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1969 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1969), p. 90.
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light of the whole and as belonging to the whole. Such a practice
will help "minister to sound doctrine." (2 Tim. 4:3; Titus 1:9;
2: 1)

4. Because the Lutheran Church is pl edged to "the prophetic and
apostolic writings of the Old and New Testaments as the pure and
clear fountain of Israel," she recognizes as a valid articulation of
the Christian doctrine only that which is a formulation of the pure
and clear teaching of Holy Scripture, the inspired Word of God.
Teachings contrary to or improperly drawn from Holy Scripture must be
rejected.
5. A mistaken exegesis of a passage or section of Scripture does
not constitute a false doctrine, prov ided it does not confl ict with
any part of the Christian doctrine. However, incorrect exegesis may
indeed lead to false doctrine.
6. Isagogical judgments, that is, statements deal ing with the
authorship and background of Bibl ical books are not in themsel ves
"doctrine" or "doctrines" but aids to the better understanding of
Scripture. While incorrect isagogical judgments are not in themsel ves false doctrines, it must be remembered that such judgments
dare not set aside or call into question the authority of Scripture.
For then they endanger not only individual Christian doctrines but
the whole Christian doctrine.
7. In seeking to determine what is included in the doctrinal
agreement necessary for the establishment of pulpit and al tar fel lowship, the church should be guided by the following statement from the
Augsburg Confession:
It is sufficient for the true unity of the Christian church
that the Gospel be preached in conformity with a pure understanding of it and that the sacraments be administered in accordance with the divine Word.
The Augsburg Confession makes the preaching of the Gospel according
to a pure understanding of it and the administration of the sacraments in accordance with the divine Word the only absolute doctrinal
demands for church uni ty. Since this artic leis speaking of "true
spiritual unity, without which there can be no faith in the heart nor
righteousness in the heart before God," it is not in the first
instance a programmatic statement for the establishment of denominational fel lowship. Nevertheless, it has important impl ications for
the latter. A pure understanding of the Gospel, and therefore correct preaching of the Gospel, call s for a correct understanding of
the articles of faith treated in the Augsburg ConfeSSion, defended in
its Apology, and explained in the remaining Lutheran Confessions,
particularly the Formula of Concord. All articles of faith are
integrally related to the Gospel and articulate the Gospel from
different perspecti ves. Consequentl y the preaching of the Gospel
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according
to a pure understanding
article
of faith is either falsified

of it is not possible
or denied.

where any

8. As demonstrated
in the Theology of Fellowship,
the estab1ishment of pulpit and al tar fellowship between denominations depends
on unity in the faith, or what the Confessions ca Ll "mutual agreement
in [the] doctrine and all its ar-t Ic l es," Because of the ambiguities
and various usages of the term "doctrine," the church in deal ing with
the question
of fellowship
would do well to utilize
the concept
"article
of faith."
Used by the church long before the Reformation,
this term was honored by the Reformers, the framers of the Lutheran
Confessions,
\he Lutheran dogmaticians,
and the fathers
of the
Missouri Synod.
This statement
intrepretation
the essence

regarding

judgments.

accepted by a Synodical

In giving

Convention.

opinion
was

In 1979 a memorial
for a clear

"What is a Doctrine" in simpl e language.

back to the document already

this

This interpretation

by the Missouri Synod Convention calling

to the question
referred

isagogical

In 1971 the CTCRwas asked for an

of the document was maintained.5

never officially
was received

remains in force.

answer

This matter

was

prepared by CTCR.6

4Convention WorkbookForty-Eighth Regular Convention The Lutheran
Church-Missour i Synod, 1969 (St. Louis, MO: Condordia pub 1ishing
House, 1969), pp. 506-507.
5Convention Proceedings Fiftieth
Regular Convention The Lutheran
Church-Missour i Synod, 1973 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub 1ishing
House, 1973), pp. 38-39.
6Convention Proceedings Fifty-Third Regular Convention The Lutheran
Church-Missouri
Synod, 1979 (st. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing
House, 1979), p. 175.
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